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ABSTRACT OF DISSERTATION

FINANCIAL INCLUSION IN THE CITY: EXAMINING THE
DEMOCRATIZATION OF FINANCE IN BOSTON, MASSACHUSETTS

This doctoral dissertation examines how the financialization of the
economy affects the everyday lives of low and moderate-income (LMI) urban
residents in the United States. Specifically, the research presented in this
dissertation provides a critical examination of the democratization of finance by
examining financial empowerment programs designed to promote financial
inclusion for LMI residents in Boston, Massachusetts. These programs were
created in the wake of the financial crisis to promote financial security by training
participants to manage their debt, to monitor their credit scores, to avoid
predatory lending, and to invest using mainstream financial products.
This research has two significant findings. First, this research shows how
nonprofit organizations teach LMI adults to use credit and accumulate assets in
order to compensate for wage stagnation and the erosion of state assistance. I
argue that the practice of financial coaching asks individuals and households to
accept the burden of debt to ensure the reproduction of society; rather than the
city, state and federal governments being responsible for ever-expanding welfare
rolls in a time of intensifying inequality, financial literacy and capability initiatives
encourage people who are living in poverty to gain access to consumer credit in
order to survive. As consumer and municipal debt grows unabated, this finding
offers new insights into the scalar interdependence that finance engenders
between the city and its residents. Second, this research illustrates how nonprofit
financial empowerment programs are helping financial institutions expand their
reach into new consumer markets. This suggests that the active growth of the
financial sector is contingent upon making previously unfit market actors into
responsible debtors in the pedagogical spaces of financial inclusion. This research
militates against any easy assumptions about the normative ‘good’ of financial

inclusion and advances scholarship on urban governance, the welfare state,
financialization and the geographical study of inequality.
KEYWORDS: financial inclusion; poverty; economic geography; debt, inequality,
financialization
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“…the magic of finance is its ability to take by giving”
-Randy Martin, 2002, p.16
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CHAPTER ONE
THE DEMOCRATIZATION OF FINANCE: FINANCIAL INCLUSION AND
NEW FRONTIERS OF ACCUMULATION
“Credit is the passport to the new economy”
-Andrea Levere, President CFED1
“I don’t think credit is important. Credit is only important because they make it important”
-Participant at a bank-led financial literacy workshop

I.

Introduction
In the past two decades there has been a burgeoning interest in expanding access

to mainstream financial services for low and moderate-income populations (LMI)2. Since
2011 The World Bank’s Global Financial Inclusion database has measured “how far we
have come in expanding access for all to the basic financial services people need to protect
themselves against hardship and invest in their futures” (Demirgü-Kunt et al. 2018, v,
emphasis original). The ‘financial inclusion’ agenda is now a cornerstone of global
development efforts and is visible in microfinance programs, such the Grameen Bank or
Kiva, mobile banking infrastructure, like M-Pesa, and initiatives that target ‘unbanked

1

Cited in Chenven (April 2014, 12); in 2017 CFED became Prosperity Now.
The technical definition of low and moderate-income in the US context is a household whose
income does not exceed 115% of the median income for the area (AMI), adjusted for family size.
LMI is also operationalized by HUD to indicate that not less than 70% of Community
Development Block Grant (CDBG) funds for an area must be designated for activities that benefit
this population. Throughout this dissertation, I use the term LMI to identify the participants of
financial literacy and capability programs because the recruitment for these programs is often
based on household income. While some of my interview data speaks to the complexity of class
identity and class processes that inform how people understand saving, spending and debt, this
dissertation does not explicitly address class identity formation or theorize class as an axis of
social difference.
2

1

and underbanked’ populations in the United States, such as Bank On. Financial inclusion
is portrayed by the financial services industry, development agencies and states as a
strategy to remedy social exclusion, alleviate poverty, reduce inequality and promote
household financial security via financial citizenship. Yet, there are significant profit
motives for pursuing this agenda. In his 2005 book The Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid
C.K. Prahalad argues that ample market opportunities await those willing to create
financial products for the financially excluded, those “bottom billion” (Collier 2008)
potential consumers at the base of the financial pyramid who lack access to ‘formal’ or
‘mainstream’ financial products and services. By providing low-cost products to a high
volume of low-income consumers, the financial services industry has much to gain.
While the expansion of mainstream financial products and services to low and
moderate-income (LMI) populations could be seen as addressing exclusionary financial
policies and practices noted by geographers in the 1990s (Fuller 1998; Leyshon and Thrift
1995; Pollard 1996), the ‘democratization of finance’ that characterizes the last thirty years
has produced an uneven landscape with benefits for some and burdens for many.
Evidence of the negative material outcomes of this so-called ‘democratization of finance’
can readily be found in the mortgage lending market and greenlining (or reverse
redlining) practices that characterized the early and mid-2000s (Strauss 2009; Wyly et al.
2009) as well as in rising indebtedness that has perpetuated and in some cases exacerbated
longstanding inequalities, including for low-income populations and those historically
excluded from accessing mainstream credit, such as women, the elderly and people of
color (Allon 2014; Baker 2014).

2

My assessment of financial inclusion, therefore, is not particularly rosy. In the
pages that follow, I examine the ‘democratization of finance' as an active process that
occurs as nonprofit organizations promote financial inclusion for low and moderateincome adults in Boston, Massachusetts. In order to provide a critical examination of the
democratization of finance, I focus on the everyday implementation of financial literacy
and capability programs. These programs aim to provide literacy in the form of consumer
education and are also newly concerned with promoting capability (Nussbaum 2000; Sen
1985), which includes a financial consumer’s ability to “translate financial knowledge and
guidance into better financial behavior in their everyday lives” (Sledge et al. 2011, 3). Oneon-one financial coaching has gained prominence as the preferred program model as
financial capability has been prioritized over literacy. In this dissertation, I draw on 14
months of in-depth qualitative research at financial coaching programs in the Boston area
to examine how this new model of one-on-one financial coaching encourages low and
moderate-income adult clients to manage their debt, monitor their credit scores, avoid
predatory lending, and save and invest using mainstream financial products and services.
The financial inclusion agenda manifests in these programs as LMI clients are encouraged
to shift their use of “fringe” or alternative financial service (AFS) providers, such as check
cashers, payday lenders, rent-to-own shops and buy-here-pay-here auto lenders for their
financial transactions to mainstream products and services. These programs began to
appear in the wake of the financial crisis and have rapidly developed since that time
(Lienhardt 2017). The financial coaching model is described and analyzed more closely in
chapters 3 and 4.

3

Scholarship on the ‘democratization of finance’ in the Anglo-American context has
examined “the broadening and deepening of access to the capital market for ordinary,
moderate income individuals and households” (Erturk et al. 2007, 554), while at the same
times, many have noted the transfer of risks from “the clients of Wall Street to the
customers of Wal-Mart” (Shiller, 2009, 1). In this dissertation, I examine the
democratization of finance as the twin processes that democratize financial knowledge to
populations previously not needing to understand the workings of finance, as well as the
expansion of access to consumer credit products. Together, the idea that LMI populations
should understand how consumer credit and debt works, as well as be able to access and
responsibly utilize these products comprises the compound idea of the democratization
of finance.
This dissertation traces the quotidian practices and processes that constitute the
ongoing financialization of the economy by foregrounding the spaces and subjects of
recent efforts to democratize finance. I examine financial inclusion as a process that occurs
as financial literacy and capability programs prepare LMI adults to qualify for and utilize
mainstream financial products and services. Examining the preparation of financial
subjects at contemporary financial literacy and capability programs in the US reveals one
modality through which financialization, as the ongoing process of organizing and
orienting the economy around the logics of future-oriented financial accumulation,
including normalizing conditions of indebtedness, is enacted. Based on my findings, I
argue that the financial inclusion of low and moderate-income populations needs to be
understood, first and foremost, as a process of debt expansion that is fundamental to the
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ongoing financialization of the economy. Following Sokol (2013), I understand this as a
process of “exploitative inclusion” wherein low and moderate-income populations are
taught to be reformed debtors in the pedagogical spaces of financial inclusion. In the
chapters that follow, I argue that financial literacy and capability programs ultimately
create more consumers for financial products and, thus, more debtors in a regime of
accumulation spurred on by the expansion and securitization of debt (on finance-led
growth, see Boyer 2000; debt-led growth, see Lapavitsas 2014). Focusing on the
pedagogical strategies and programs used to shape the financial practices of low and
moderate-income populations therefore reveals the frontiers of financial accumulation
where the seemingly benevolent impulse to include the financially excluded can be
examined as a more complicated project between nonprofit organizations, the state and
the financial services industry.
This introductory chapter offers an overview of the larger project’s intellectual
contributions, including providing an overarching conceptual framework that situates
this dissertation’s contributions to the scholarship in geography. At the end of this
chapter, I provide a succinct overview of the organization of this dissertation, including a
brief description of each of the chapters that follow. Taken together, the chapters in this
dissertation question

the motivations, terms

and material outcomes of the

democratization of finance, and call for keen attention to the injustices and inequalities
advanced by this mode of accumulation. The latter part of this contribution is discussed
at more length in chapter 6, the final chapter, which considers why an affective politics
against financialization might be needed.

5

II.

The everyday geographies of financialization and the shaping of financial
practices
The research presented in this dissertation contributes to a growing body of social

science research examining the financialization of the economy. For Krippner (2005)
financialization is “a pattern of accumulation in which profit-making occurs increasingly
through financial channels” (181), while Epstein (2005) describes financialization as the
rise of financial motives, markets, actors and institutions in all spheres of life (3).
Following these definitions, in this dissertation I study financialization as a process that 1)
orients the practices of everyday actors, including low and moderate-income populations,
around financial logics including investment, speculation and calculation and 2)
mobilizes a financial inclusion agenda to advance debt-led strategies of accumulation.
Importantly, I frame my inquiry into financialization around the mundane and everyday
ways that the lives of individuals are increasingly connected with the global financial
economy, a process that Langley (2008) has referred to as the “everyday life of global
finance” (see also Allon 2015; Lee 2006; Martin 2002).
This dissertation focuses on financial literacy and capability programs because
these programs are mundane spaces of financial knowledge production where the
everyday financial practices of low and moderate-income adults are actively being
shaped. In examining the everyday constitution of financial subjects through the shaping
of particular financial behaviors and dispositions, this dissertation views the economy as
something that is brought into being by the actions of average people; focusing on the

6

spaces where the financial practices of LMI adults are being shaped reveals the ongoing,
everyday work that is required to restructure the economy.
Studies focusing on the everyday geographies of financialization have produced
empirically rich accounts of how individuals use credit to compensate for wage stagnation
and the erosion of state assistance (Roberts 2013; Stenning et al. 2010); how people monitor
defined-contribution retirement funds as defined-benefit plans disappear (Froud et al.
2000; Froud et al. 2002; Langley 2006); how financial advisors shape financial knowledge
(Hall and Appleyard 2009; Lai 2016); and how individuals and families adjust to an
economy that is increasingly oriented around speculation and investment (Albree et al.
2009; French and Kneale 2012; Langley 2007). Existing scholarship has primarily focused
on the experiences of middle and upper-income populations, but the research presented
in this dissertation offers a focus on low and moderate-income populations.
Values about saving, spending and indebtedness are not natural or normal, but
rather are produced through cultural norms and articulated around economic priorities.
For example, research on Islamic banking and finance (Pollard and Samers, 2007) and the
globalization of Korean banking (Nopper 2009) shows how normative assumptions about
economic knowledge, values and practices are culturally and produced, while Zelizer’s
(1997) writing on the social meaning of money and deGoede’s (2005) writing on the
transformation of the meaning of value also indicate that economic practices change over
time and are produced by and productive of societal norms. I attend to the function of
pedagogical interventions in shaping the economic practices of a population that
straddles the border between financially included and financially excluded. By examining

7

how financial coaches understand their work with these financially liminal clients, this
research shows how LMI populations are asked to comport themselves in accordance with
the logics of the financial economy.
My approach is congruent with scholarship examining the performativity of the
economy—including through the social studies of finance literature—which understands
the economy not as static or already determined, but rather as continually constituted in
the relationships between financial spaces, practices and actors operating across a variety
of scales (Callon 1998; deGoede 2005; French et al. 2011). Denaturalizing economic
processes and practices—that is, revealing how they are produced and constructed
through everyday actions, including those taught and intentionally shaped—highlights
the dynamism and contingency of the economy. In contrast to writing on the
performativity of the economy that shows how neoclassical economics was disseminated
as orthodoxy in business schools and becomes normal practice from the top downwards,
I instead examine performativity, following Butler (1997; 1999), as a process of continuous
and iterative adaptation, coping and adjustment. My approach posits that the financial
practices of the masses constitute the economy, day in and day out. Through this lens, I
offer a detailed empirical account of how the financialization of the economy is achieved
not only through policies that structure the financial landscape, but also through efforts
to shape clients into responsible financial citizens who can manage debt obligations. That
is, a focus on the quotidian shaping of financial practices shows how financial coaching
programs bring the financial economy to life at a granular level. By exploring the
performativity of the economy, this research unsettles the idea that finance-led growth

8

and is inevitable, thus opening lines of inquiry into an alternative politics of the economy
that I explore in the conclusion of this dissertation.

III.

De-risked debtors and the social relations of finance
Following a longstanding interest in the uneven spatial development of capitalism

(Harvey 2003; Katz 2001; Peck and Theodore 2007; Smith 2010), economic geographers
have studied the spatialization of financial capitalism, including highlighting how
financialization produces inequalities and crises that are endogenous to this regime of
accumulation (French et al 2011). This dissertation theorizes the relations of extraction in
financial capitalism, asking who benefits and who is burdened by financial inclusion.
Specifically, this research examines the spaces of financial coaching programs and the LMI
clients they target as central to socio-spatial relations of debt and finance-led growth
(Joseph 2014; Lazzarato 2012; Soederberg 2013, 2014). Following Aitken (2010; 2015) I
argue that the financial incorporation of the financially liminal actively financializes the
economy. This research inverts the idea that low and moderate-income populations are
on the financial ‘margins’ to instead position them, and their ‘inclusion’, as central to the
ongoing financialization of the economy. Seen in this way, the cultivation of LMI
populations’ financial habits, including their use of credit, is a means by which financial
accumulation occurs.
Following Gabor and Brooks (2017), in this dissertation I conceptualize financial
inclusion as “not only the ability of the ‘unbanked’ to access financial services, but also
for financial capital to access new ‘risk frontiers’, within an institutional and policy
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framework that enables financial actors to ‘de-risk’ individual consumers through
constant monitoring” (433). This dissertation illustrates how nonprofit organizations are
helping financial institutions expand their reach into new consumer markets by de-risking
low and moderate-income populations through teaching clients how to consume credit
and increase their credit scores. In identifying nonprofit organizations as integral to the
democratization of finance, and financial coaching programs in particular as performing
an important de-risking function central to the ongoing financialization of the economy,
this research shows how financial literacy and capability programs rehabilitate the value
promised by LMI populations. The findings from this research suggest that the active
growth of the financial sector is achieved as coaching programs attempt to make
previously unfit market actors into responsible debtors in the pedagogical spaces of
financial inclusion.
This framework draws on Harvey’s (2003) writings on accumulation by
dispossession and Lazzarato’s (2012) writings that posit that in financial capitalism
relations of exploitation are no longer primarily between capital and labor, but instead are
increasingly between lenders and debtors. It is not just important to have a relational
analysis of how LMI populations’ credit use is a stream of debt payments for their upperincome counterparts, but also important to understand the differential impact of the use
of financial products across the population. While the difference between financial
inclusion and exclusion was assumed to further inequality in society—and indeed the
legacies of differential credit access confirm the ways that lack of access to capital has been
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a structural barrier to the accumulation of wealth—this research raises the question of
how uneven development occurs in and through financial inclusion.

IV.

The restructuring of the welfare state and the governance of poverty
Finally, scholars have examined the restructuring of the welfare state, including

studies of how changes to social provisioning and welfare are tied to economic
transformations (Peck 2001; Peck and Theodore 2015). Scholars have documented how
households and families (Cooper 2017) have become shock absorption mechanisms for
the state; women more often are asked to assume roles as caretakers and to provide for
the family in the face of insecurity and instability that are exacerbated by the erosion of
social services and protections for the most vulnerable (Bezanson 2006; Cooper 2014). This
research examines how the state is shifting the burden for social provisioning back onto
the shoulders of residents as low and moderate-income populations are asked to qualify
for and utilize credit to make do in the absence of state support. In this dissertation, I
argue that the practice of financial coaching is a site where individuals and households
are asked to accept the burden of debt to ensure the reproduction of society. Rather than
city, state and federal governments being responsible for ever-expanding welfare rolls in
a time of intensifying inequality, I argue that financial literacy and capability initiatives
encourage people who are living in poverty to gain access to consumer credit to manage
their own welfare and survival.
This research also examines how financial coaching and asset building is an
innovation in the governance of poverty (Soss et al. 2011). In chapters 3, 4 and 5, I explore
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how financial coaching, and related asset building practices, involves managing
experiences of hardship and despair through motivational techniques grounded in
behavioral economics and theories of co-active coaching. This research traces financial
coaching as a new form of nonprofit practice that manages poverty through some familiar,
neoliberal scripts, including promoting empowerment and individual responsibility,
while manifesting in the guise of a new and rapidly scaling format. As households are
increasingly encouraged to consume credit to compensate for waning social support and
stagnating wages—a practice which Roberts (2013) has termed the “financialization of
social reproduction”—examining how individuals are asked to understand and adapt to
this financialized existence, including through financial education, is more important than
ever.

V.

Organization of the dissertation
In this chapter I have provided an overview of the literature that informed this

research project, and have indicated how my approach aligns with and deviates from the
existing scholarship. In the chapters that follow, I provide a detailed overview of my
experiences of fieldwork and report the findings of my doctoral research in Boston, MA.
In this section, the conclusion of the introduction to the dissertation, I briefly summarize
what each of the following chapters contribute to the larger dissertation.
Chapter 2 provides an overview of my research site, including a discussion of the
social and demographic characteristics of the metropolitan area of Boston, MA. I discuss
the different actors that are integral to understanding the financial literacy and capability
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programming in the city, including nonprofit organizations, banks and financial services
industry and the state. I then review the methods I used (participant observation and
semi-structured interviews) and describe my approach to data analysis. This second
chapter also includes my reflections on 14 months of qualitative fieldwork, including
offering descriptions of the implementation of financial coaching programs that were
more expansive (and perhaps indulgent), that did not fit within the confines of the article
format, but nonetheless felt illustrative and helpful for situating my analysis. Following
the two background chapters that situate the broader doctoral project, I offer three
substantive chapters (chapter 3, 4, 5) that report the findings of my research. Each chapter
explores a different aspect of what I found during my examination of financial literacy
and capability programs in Boston.
Chapter 33 documents the recent change in financial education from group-based
workshops to a model of one-on-one financial coaching. In this chapter, I examine the
financial coaching model, which draws on theories of co-active coaching (e.g. life
coaching) and behavioral economics to shape clients’ financial behavior, and analyze
what the “coaching turn” suggests about financial inclusion practices. This chapter draws
from secondary data, including materials from trainings for financial coaches, as well as
interviews with coaches, and participant observation. In this chapter, I show how these
programs aim to empower clients to improve their subjective sense of financial well-being

3

A version of this chapter has been published. Please cite: Loomis, J. (2018). “Rescaling and
reframing poverty: Financial coaching and the pedagogical spaces of financial inclusion in
Boston, Massachusetts” Geoforum 95: 143-152. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2018.06.014
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and make them responsible for their personal finances. This chapter also explores
questions of the scalar relations of financialization, including how financial coaching
programs have become a key mechanism through which the state reassigns financial risk,
disciplining financial consumers while financial institutions escape regulation. As part of
this, I examine how these programs work in tandem with financial institutions to expand
access to financial products and services for LMI clients. As consumer and municipal debt
grows unabated, this research shows how nonprofit organizations are enrolled as
intermediaries to prevent personal indebtedness from contributing to debt on the city’s
balance sheet. Second, this research illustrates how nonprofit financial empowerment
programs are helping financial institutions expand their reach into new consumer
markets. This research advances scholarship on urban governance, the welfare state,
financialization and the geographical study of inequality.
Chapter 4 focuses on the relationship between financial coaches and their LMI
adult clients to examine the often-repeated philosophy that a coach’s role is to “hold the
hope” for clients who are unable to believe in, and therefore unable to plan, a stable
financial future. I explore how aspirational and future-oriented thinking is used to
motivate clients to believe that their future could be markedly better than their current
economic situation. As part of this, I illustrate how 'hope' is marshaled in the relationship
between financial coaches and their clients and question the use of hope as a strategy to
depoliticize experiences of hardship. In the second part of this chapter, I draw on feminist
and queer theory to analyze how hope is a temporal strategy that dislocates clients from
their present hardships and past traumas to instead envision an assumed-positive
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future. I conclude by arguing that the use of hope in financial coaching relationships is a
novel element in contemporary forms of poverty governance.
Together, chapters 3 and 4 of this dissertation focus on the financial coaching
model and the ethos that informs financial coaching practice. I focus on the program
design and philosophy, as it is understood by financial coaches and expressed in their
own words. The data I present here do not address or theorize the subjective experiences
of LMI clients, but rather speak to how the financial coaching model attempts to shape the
subject of finance and his or her practices in particular ways, and through particular
methods. These chapters are not concerned with how well a subject conforms to the
demands of the economy, but rather, what demands are placed on the subject and why.
My interpretations begin with the understanding that it is impossible to ‘achieve’ or
‘occupy’ the position of the financially-literate subject, and indeed the demands placed on
the financial subject are always imperfectly aspired to and impossible to achieve (Butler
1997; Langley 2006, 2007). I have instead elected to study the shaping of financial practices
as a process that reveals how the economy changes, day in and day out. That is, rather
than exploring how LMI populations become or ‘feel’ financially literate, or not, I instead
ask: what is happening in these pedagogical spaces and what does it suggest about the
actually-existing (and becoming) financial economy? As such, these chapters examine the
demands that condition LMI clients’ subjection, not LMI clients’ subjectivity.
In chapter 5, I depart from my focus on the financial coaching model and widen
my inquiry to the Family Self-Sufficiency program (FSS), a federally-subsidized program
started in the United States in 1990 that has received renewed attention for its novel
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approach to asset-building. FSS is a program for low-income individuals who are living
in public housing, or are receiving some form of rental assistance from the state. Chapter
5 examines how, as part of the neoliberal restructuring of state support, social welfare
programs have increasingly taken an asset-building approach to alleviating poverty. In
this model of welfare provisioning, low income populations are encouraged to
accumulate assets because building wealth, rather than solely increasing income, is
believed to be a successful strategy for achieving financial stability and reducing
dependence on the state. A key focus of this asset building approach centers on housing.
While increases in an individual’s earnings would usually trigger an increase in rent,
participants in the FSS program instead have additional earnings set aside as savings in
an escrow account. Participants receive this money at the end of the five-year program
and are encouraged to use it towards housing, education or to pay down debt. While at
first blush this program seems to be an innovative way to support struggling families,
upon closer inspection the program’s goal to reduce the use of public assistance by
promoting asset-building raises numerous questions. This chapter explores the FSS model
as a way to understand financial inclusion through asset-building anti-poverty
approaches.
In chapter 6, the conclusion of the dissertation, I tease out the politics of
financialization, and make a case for the need to be ‘unsettled’ by the growing inequality
that accompanies the contemporary mode of finance-led growth in order to register the
changes that are taking place.
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CHAPTER TWO
RESEARCH SITE AND METHODOLOGIES: WHERE, WHO AND HOW

I.

Introduction
The findings shared in this dissertation are the result of 14 months of in-depth

qualitative research in Boston, Massachusetts. I moved to Boston in June 2015 and I
conducted research from the fall of 2015 through the winter of 2017. Upon completion of
my fieldwork, I elected to stay in the Boston area where I continued analyzing data,
attending events relevant to my doctoral research, and writing in situ through the summer
of 2018. I also worked and volunteered while I was conducting research and writing. My
experiences as an adjunct instructor at Bunker Hill Community College (2016-2018) in
Charlestown, as an instructor of English for Speakers of other Languages (ESOL) and
citizenship courses at a community school for adults in East Boston (2015-2017) and as a
tax site volunteer in Roxbury allowed me to spend time in other Boston neighborhoods,
which was helpful for making sense of the city. Finally, during the 2017-2018 year I
participated in the Consortium for Graduate Studies in Gender, Culture, Women and
Sexuality dissertation writing workshop at MIT. This bi-monthly writing workshop
connected me with an interdisciplinary community of doctoral candidates that provided
fellowship and the opportunity to receive feedback on my writing, including Chapter 4 of
this dissertation. All told, I lived in the Boston area continuously for three years, first in
the Roslindale neighborhood of Boston, then a 7-month stint housesitting in Brookline
and finally, a year and a half living in Cambridge near Inman Square. My experiences as
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a resident of these neighborhoods are inflected in my interactions with the city, and my
analysis is enhanced by living in different parts of the city.
The purpose of this chapter is to provide background information relevant to my
research location and the research methods that I employed. I contextualize the financial
literacy and capability landscape in Boston and weave in observation and interview data
to situate the arguments advanced in the chapters that follow. I begin by discussing my
approach to research, including providing an overview of my research methods. Next, I
explore the motivations and actions of several key actors (the state, nonprofits, and banks
and the financial services industry), including offering insights gathered during
participant observation and semi-structured interviews that express the motivations and
complexities of each of the actors. I then consider the experiences and financial lives of
low and moderate-income populations, including providing an overview of the
conditions of livability of Boston. Chapters 3, 4 and 5 also offer abbreviated methods
sections that speak to the particular data gathered and reported as part of the arguments
made in each of those self-contained chapters. The purpose of this chapter is to zoom out,
offering an overview of the entire research process and providing additional illustrations
from my fieldwork.

II.

Research Approach
Data collection occurred over a period of 14 months from winter 2015 through

spring 2017. During this time, I conducted over 180 hours of participant observation at
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bank and nonprofit-led workshops, one-on-one financial coaching sessions, stakeholder
roundtables and policy discussions, community of practice meetings and professional
development trainings. The financial education programs I studied vary depending on a
few factors, including their funding source, evaluation and reporting requirements, and
the structure and scope of the organization. The data presented in this dissertation are
based on observations and interviews at 18 organizations in the greater Boston area.

a. Interviews
Interviews were conducted with three populations: a) financial coaches and
program directors, b) individuals who are otherwise engaged in the financial education
landscape, including as funders, researchers, advocates or in program design, and c)
financial coaching clients. Interviews were conducted using a population-specific
interview guide and followed a semi-structured approach (Crang 2002; DeLyser er at.
2009; Limb and Dwyer 2001). The use of semi-structured interviews allowed me to ask a
series of standardized questions, while also being able to follow lines of inquiry relevant
to my research. This enabled interviewees to explore memories, thoughts and feelings that
would not have be captured in a survey, or other closed-ended method of data collection
(Baxter and Eyles 1997; Kvale and Brinkman 2009; Valentine 1997), while also providing
some basis for comparison as common themes emerged within and across interviewee
responses. My recruitment strategy varied based on the interview population.
I conducted 33 interviews with financial coaches, program directors, and
individuals who are otherwise engaged in the financial education landscape, including as
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funders, researchers, advocates or in program design. The purpose of conducting
interviews with these populations was to understand the financial literacy landscape from
a broad range of actors engaged in this work. The people in these two populations
included longstanding human service professionals, financial education entrepreneurs,
new college graduates, and people who were at the end of their careers in other fields and
wanted a change of pace. These interviews provided an opportunity to probe into the
discourses and practices of financial coaching.
My interviews with the financial coaches, program directors, and other
individuals advocating for or otherwise involved in the financial education landscape
usually occurred during the work day and most frequently occurred in the interviewee’s
office or a conference room at their organization, but also occasionally occurred in a coffee
shop or public space in downtown Boston. Two interviews from this group were
conducted via Skype, because these interviewees’ work was connected to Boston but they
were not based in the city. These interview populations were not compensated for their
time because they were often meeting with me as part of their daily work. I recruited
interview participants at workshops and other trainings, and sent interview requests via
email. I kept participation in the interviews confidential, and unless a person identified to
a co-worker that they were being interviewed, or had spoken me, I did not disclose who
I had interviewed. I did not engage in snowball sampling, but a coach did email a few of
her peers and encouraged them to be interviewed.
All told, I interviewed 12 financial coaching clients. These people represented a
variety of life experiences, including women of all ages who had young or grown children,
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fairly recent immigrants from a variety of backgrounds, people with student loan debt,
people working towards degrees, people living in shelter, public housing or with their
parents, and people aspiring to be small business owners. I recruited interviewees
through financial coaching networks. In some cases, financial coaches circulated an email
invitation from me to their existing client population, and in other cases, financial coaches
identified clients who were likely to be willing and able to participate in the research, and
sent a message connecting us. Recruiting proved challenging, and even when individuals
were identified, a variety of obstacles made it difficult to arrange and conduct interviews.
I was primarily reliant on financial coaches to help recruit their clients, although I was
able to post and circulate recruitment fliers at some organizations, was invited to
announce the interview opportunities at some workshops, and I also discussed my
research at one organization’s all staff meeting, which was helpful for expanding
recruitment channels. Because recruiting occurred through these limited pathways, my
sample likely skewed towards participants who had favorable relationships with coaches,
and who likely had more time or predictable schedules. It is also possible that
interviewees had less income than others who participated in financial coaching, as the
opportunity to earn a $154 stipend was likely an incentive for some, especially those
without paid work.
I conducted interviews with financial coaching clients in coffee shops, in indoor
public space in downtown Boston, in their home or in private offices or meeting rooms

4

I used funds from a University of Kentucky Dissertation Enhancement Award to compensate
every interviewee in this population with $15 for their time.
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provided by the organization where the interviewee was a client. There were young
children present during a number of my interviews and in those cases the interview
occurred amidst diaper changes, with children watching and listening to singing on cell
phones or ended when the kiddo woke from a nap. Some of these interviews were double
the normal time an interview would take, while other times the real interview questions
only came after significant relationship-building, including holding and hanging out with
kids.
b. Observations
I was a participant observer or simply an observer at a variety of financial literacy
and capability programs, as well as professional development trainings for nonprofit
professionals engaged in financial literacy and capability work.
When I observed financial coaching sessions, I was often the third person, a rare
position for a process that is usually just between a coach and a client. Even when a master
coach conducts a site visit for professional development, the common practice is to debrief
or reflect on one’s coaching practice after the fact. In this sense, my view of the coaching
process was privileged, and I am grateful to coaches and clients for allowing me to observe
this interaction. I approached this space as humbly as possible, and tried to be a quiet
presence by silently taking notes during these intersections. In instances when the coach
or client would engage me directly, I would join the conversation, but I would not
interrupt the coaching. In instances where I wanted to clarify or probe something that was
said, I made notations and was often able to weave these questions into informal
conversation after the more formal observation. For example, there were moments when
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the coach would leave to get paperwork or attend to other business and I would get a
chance to informally chat with the participant. These moments provided opportunities to
make casual conversation that often resulted in detailed discussions that gave me insights
into their life path and motivations for participating in financial coaching. After coaching
sessions, I occasionally also had opportunities to speak informally with coaches. During
these times I would inquire into reasons why they approached a particular issue in a way
that deviated from what I had otherwise seen as common practice, or ask for clarity about
something a client said or had experienced. Some coaches were incredibly generous with
these debriefing sessions and I learned a tremendous amount about the practice of
financial coaching from coaches who were willing to think though their work with me.
The workshop setting was fruitful because it revealed common experiences,
similar to those that might have emerged in a focus group setting. Tracking expressions
of financial hardship and household insecurity in these workshops, as well as fellow
participants’ reactions to and solutions for dealing with issues, such as pyramid scheme
scams and other predatory services that target LMI populations by neighborhood, made
it possible to identify a wide range of perceptions about financial participation. This
particular format informed my understanding of the broader financial landscape in
Boston, and generated data that confirmed themes that arose in my interviews with LMI
clients. Of course, my interpretation of what was shared with me is filtered through my
own subjective frame of understanding. Likewise, the limits of what clients divulged in
interviews and observations was constrained by how participants understood my
purpose and intent.
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I was able to meet and get to know a significant percentage of financial coaches
and program directors through the United Way’s Financial Empowerment Learning
Institute (FELI) where I conducted participant observation. This year-long institute,
designed as part of efforts to standardize and professionalize the field of financial
coaching in Boston, was free and accessible to financial coaches from around the Boston
area who participated in the monthly meetings as their interest and time allowed. As part
of the FELI, the United Way also offered a three-day Introduction to Financial Coaching
training, and an Advanced Financial Coaching class. I participated in each of these
courses, in addition to taking part in the FELI during the 2015-2016 year, and part of the
2016-2017 year. I also sat in on three “community of practice” meetings that brought
together financial coaches from organizations across the city for bi-monthly half-day
discussion around particular topics or issues related to financial coaching. As an example,
one of the meetings I attended addressed the question of how to coach couples, rather
than individual clients. In another meeting, the coaches engaged in two role plays and
coaches coached each other from the sidelines around how to work with difficult clients.
The purpose of these meetings was to share best practices and strategies, and in these
conversations, I was able to witness the perceived struggles and tensions that manifest in
financial coaching practice. Indeed, at the end of my fieldwork, it became abundantly clear
that the ample time I had spent observing how financial coaches are taught to perform
their job, a job many of them did not feel particularly qualified for, and at times were
deeply ambivalent about, was particularly valuable. The data addressed the emergence
of this particular field of nonprofit practice and the ways that this field is being codified
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through specific cohort-forming and standardization processes. As such, the studying the
training of financial coaches offered novel insights into this emerging form of financial
education.
c. Analysis
In addition to the data I gathered through these ethnographic methods, my
analysis and interpretation of the democratization of finance was informed by an archive
of documents related to financial education, financial literacy and financial coaching in
the United States from national news, policy briefs, white papers, research reports and
financial literacy curriculums, including instructor manuals, informational PowerPoints
and participant workbooks. This archive includes materials dated 2008 and on from news
sources including The Wall Street Journal, New York Times and The Boston Globe, and
relevant organizations and government offices and commissions, including The Federal
Reserve, Massachusetts Office of the Treasurer, the Financial Literacy Education
Commission, the Office of Financial Education and The President’s Advisory Council on
Financial Capability, the Cities for Financial Empowerment Fund, the Center for Financial
Security, and the Center for Financial Services Innovation. In addition, during my
fieldwork a few evaluation reports were published, and while these documents were
assessing the impact of programs based on metrics that I critique in this dissertation, these
evaluations informed my understanding of the emerging practice of financial coaching.
Analysis of this archive also allowed me to situate the burgeoning financial coaching trend
in Boston amongst national trends in financial education.
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Critical discourse analysis (Fairclough 1995, 2001) of documents compiled in the
digital archive helped to determine the dominant representations of the goals and
outcomes of financial coaching programs. I used qualitative coding software NVivo 11 to
code transcripts. Content and discourse analysis of archival data was also employed to
examine how programs are represented in policy documents and media, which was
helpful for understanding the broader institutional, organizational and policy landscape
of Boston’s initiatives.

III.

Who: The Financial Literacy and Capability Landscape
In this section, I discuss the different actors operating in the financial literacy and

capability landscape in Boston, including a consideration of some experiences from my
fieldnotes to offer a more detailed portrait of the everyday implementation of these
programs. Financial literacy and capability programs in in Boston, Massachusetts are
funded and implemented by an array of actors, including banks, the financial services
industry, the state, and nonprofit organizations. My description of each of these actors
attempts to bring to life their respective motivations and roles. To do so, I provide
background information to contextualize the stake each actor has in these programs, and
I also explore the tensions that appeared through my close attention to the quotidian
practices that comprise this emerging field of financial education. Of course, the
representations offered here cannot completely capture the complexity and diversity that
does exist within this landscape, but in my descriptions I have attempted to offer a portrait
of the financial coaching field as I saw it emerging between 2015 and 2017 in Boston;
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changes and mutations that have occurred since I completed data collection in 2017 are
therefore not captured in this discussion.
a. Who? The State
The combination of a well-established social services sector and a new
commitment by the city government to promoting financial empowerment was part of
my rationale for conducting this research in the Boston5. Like other major cities pursuing
some form of financial empowerment work, such as San Francisco, New York,
Philadelphia and Chicago, the City of Boston established the Mayor’s Office of Financial
Empowerment (OFE) in 2014. The OFE operates two financial coaching program sites that
are Local Initiatives Support Corporation (LISC) financial opportunity centers as well as
United Way financial stability centers. In addition, the OFE also supports financial
empowerment programing through the Boston Tax Help Coalition (BTHC) which
provides free tax preparation services for Bostonians earning less than $54,000 a year on
their 2017 taxes6 as well as the newly formed Boston Builds Credit program.

5

While personal reasons will never suffice as a rationale or justification for choosing a research
site, in many ways, my personal ties to Massachusetts were essential conditions of possibility for
completing my doctoral research and writing this dissertation. Support arising from the
generosity and good-will of my existing networks of privilege in the Boston area included
connections to a variety of part-time employment and affordable housing opportunities, without
which this research would not have been possible. I also benefitted immensely from qualifying
for MA’s Medicaid program, MassHealth, which provided health and dental coverage during my
time as a resident.
6 During the 2016, 2017 and 2018 tax seasons, I volunteered as a financial guide at the BTHC site
at Urban Edge in Roxbury, MA. My role as a financial guide was to welcome tax payers, make
sure they had their tax paperwork ready for the tax preparer, and to pull a credit report and
credit score for them. As a volunteer financial guide, I was asked to occupy a very similar
position to the role of financial coach that I examine in the pages that follow. My volunteer
experience was not, however, part of the research methodology of this dissertation.
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Figure 1: Credit Scores by Boston Neighborhood (Chaddha 2018)

Examining the differential in credit scores at the neighborhood level (Fig. 1) shows
a difference between some of Boston’s wealthier neighborhoods that have prime scores
(West Roxbury, South End, Beacon Hill and Back Bay) and neighborhoods that through
the mid-20th century were disinvested in, and cut off from services where the mean score
for residents is subprime (Roxbury, Mattapan). The recently formed Boston Builds Credit
initiative is an attempt by the city to increase the credit scores of 25,000 Boston residents
above 660—which is currently accepted as the dividing line where consumers are parsed
as qualifying for prime or subprime credit—by 2025. This program is expanding the city’s
financial inclusion efforts with the express purpose of enabling residents to qualify for
mainstream products and services. According to the program website “Bad credit is a key
contributor to the growing wealth divide between Boston’s affluent and low and middle-
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income residents.” A low or non-existent credit score is therefore seen as a contributor to
the growing inequality evident in Boston. Again, according to the website, “$200,000+ [is]
lost over one person’s lifetime, from paying higher fees and interest rates because of a low
credit score vs a good credit score” (Mission & History, 2018). No information to account
for the extremely high figure is offered, but the website frames financial inclusion—the
use of mainstream credit—as a money saver.
Financial coaching programs are integral to the implementation of Boston Builds
Credit; indeed, financial coaches and nonprofit organizations are the existing
infrastructure that allows the city to implement this program, including the financial
check-up that is part of increasing residents’ credit scores. As the neighborhood or a city
is imagined to have a collective credit score, the idea of rehabilitating residents credit
practices, and making them credit legible indicates that the city has an interest in helping
residents conform to an existing system rather than challenging the premise of credit
rating practices. Indeed, the premise of Boston Builds Credit is that access to mainstream
credit is in the best interest of residents. In chapters 3 and 5 I argue that this process of
credit inclusion is part of a broader process of shifting responsibility for welfare
provisioning from the state onto residents as it encourages them to use credit and equity
in assets to compensate for decreasing state support.
There are also state-wide initiatives to promote financial literacy that are
concerned with money management and financial empowerment more broadly. For
example, the Massachusetts State Treasurer Deborah Goldberg, has sponsored a number
of financial empowerment forums for women, a Children’s Savings pilot and a website,

29

MyFinancialLifeMA.org that offers educational information. The landing page of the
website invites the user to navigate by identity, such as “women”, “families with
children”, “high school students”, “veterans”, “twenties & thirties”, “seniors” and
“marriage & divorce” and includes motivational and informative infographics (Fig. 2) that
are designed to speak to the concerns of different populations in Massachusetts.

Figure 2: Retirement and savings infographics from MyFinancialife.org
b. Who? Nonprofit organizations
The financial literacy and capability offerings in Boston have been enabled by and
contribute to the city’s well-established social service sector. In many cases, financial
coaching is an additional ‘wrap around’ service offered to LMI adults participating in the
organizations existing programming, including workforce development programs,
English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) programs, programs for refugees and
immigrants, food and housing assistance programs, and HiSET courses for high school
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equivalency certificate (formerly GED) and other educational opportunities offer a
network of services to this population. These programs, along with other state and federal
public assistance, such as MassHealth, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF),
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and housing assistance are
common examples of the ‘safety net’ that support low and moderate-income families.
Questions of public assistance are explored in more depth in chapter 5.
In the Boston area, there are many organizations engaged in this work, including
organizations focused on housing access and affordability, on workforce training and
development, and on particular populations, such as vulnerably housed women and their
children, formerly incarcerated men, or immigrants. Based on the number of
organizations participating in community of practice meetings, there are at least thirty
organizations in the Boston area using financial coaching as part of their broader financial
empowerment work. Some organizations have one person working as a financial coach,
while other organizations have multiple people trained as financial coaches, depending
on the mission and scope of the organization. This particular model of financial education
ended up being the main focus of my doctoral work, primarily because of the interest in
and funding for nonprofit professionals to be trained on this model.
According to interviews with financial coaches who had been engaged in financial
coaching the longest, the emergence of financial coaching in Boston was a result of a
confluence of factors. First, nonprofit professionals working to promote household
economic security in the aftermath of the financial crisis realized that households that
were requesting housing assistance or loan modification as part of the subprime mortgage
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crisis were repeatedly returning to the organization for assistance. According to
interviews, it became clear that it was necessary to address housing insecurity in tandem
with a more holistic engagement with clients’ personal finance. As funding shifted away
from foreclosure prevention and housing assistance services towards promoting financial
literacy more generally, the field of financial coaching was beginning to grow, including
through a training program developed at Central New Mexico Community College,
which some of the financial coaches in Boston attended as early as 2012.
At the time I was studying financial coaching, it was the exception, not the rule for
financial coaches to have work experience or professional training or certification in
business, retail banking, financial planning, finance, economics, or related fields. Many of
the financial coaches involved in this work were trained as social workers, had
backgrounds in teaching or had otherwise worked in human services professions. The
few coaches who were taking classes to become certified financial planners (CFP) were all
managers or program directors. As a result, many of the professional development
opportunities were designed to address coaches lack of experience with the financial
aspects of this work. Two examples are illustrative here. First, in numerous trainings
financial coaches confessed that they felt ill-prepared to deal with their own finances; in
addition to verbally disclosing that they felt incompetent with their own personal
finances, invariably at least one financial coach per training would pose a question from
a scenario that arose in his or her own life, raising questions about why someone who was
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confused about their own finances would be asked to support others.7 Second, a financial
coach who had a long and circuitous training in human services, recounted the discomfort
she felt with the idea of being a financial coach. She was quite comfortable with the concept
of coaching, and felt herself capable of motivating people and working with them to
improve their life prospects, but she wanted to be clear that the person hiring her was not
expecting her to be well-versed in financial matters. In interviews as well as informal
conversations during my observations, many financial coaches felt that they were
bringing the coaching skill-set—the soft skills of working with people—to this work.
After noticing financial coaches self-identified their proficiency with coaching and
discomfort with the financial specifics of the job, I asked program directors what they look

7

The fact that financial coaches had questions from their own lives that they wanted solved also
feels significant. As they posed questions to the session facilitator—as if this person was an
expert—or recounted their issue to a room of peers—who also seemed to potentially hold the
answer—I felt a sense of urgency emanating from the question asker; these questions seemed to
tumble out, as if this forum were the financial coach’s best chance for answering the financial
questions that plagued their own lives. I discuss this mundane but repeated occurrence because
the sense of urgency that accompanied the question—that eager request for advice from anyone
who was perceived to have expertise—was not unlike the expectation that many LMI clients
seemed to have for their financial coaches. And yet, as I discuss in chapters 3 and 4, the financial
coaching model, and the empowerment philosophy underpinning it, are decidedly oriented to
disabusing clients of the idea that coaches could offer advice or expertise. Instead of having an
authority help them navigate financial complexities, the responsibility for navigating this
complex financial landscape was turned back onto the clients. A second point to note here is that
it is likely that many coaches experience financial distress—albeit qualitatively different from the
extent of the hardships experienced by their clients—and could benefit from professional
guidance. This seemed to be part of the impetus for offering financial coaches three free financial
advising sessions through the Mass Saves program. This program partnered volunteer CFPs with
clients for phone-based financial coaching sessions. This free service was intended to support
financial coaches with their own personal finances, and give them a chance to experience
coaching over the phone, which might be a viable option for their clients. In discussions of
expanding financial education into K-12 education, the benefits that would come to teachers who
need to learn the financial education curriculum are often positive spin-off effects that are the
concrete outcomes of financial education efforts, even if these school-based programs fall short of
their intended effects with K-12 students.
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for when they hire financial coaches. Without fail, many indicated that they could teach
or train the financial knowledge easier than teaching someone with financial knowledge
people skills, including working with low-income populations. The anxieties expressed
by practitioners who themselves feel at a loss to offer advice to others as they struggle to
manage their own personal finances informed the interpretations I share in these chapters.
The specifics of the financial coaching model and how financial coaches understand the
purpose of their work with clients is explored in more depth in chapters 3 and 4.
Based on my extensive participant observation, it is accurate to state that the field
of financial coaching is being performed by a fairly diverse group of professionals. The
specific composition of the financial coaching staff varies at each site, with some programs
striving to have staff that share racial, ethnic, religious, gender and linguistic backgrounds
or life experiences with their clients, while other programs seem to not consider questions
of representation in their hiring. A manager of a financial coaching program expressed
that the personal background of the financial coaches in her program was an issue because
many of her coaches were recent college graduates who were not married and did not
have any kids. In this interview, the fact that many of the coaches were in their twenties
without firsthand experience with the challenges faced by clients was articulated as an
issue of age. Yet, it was very possible that a client was actually about the same age as his
or her coach, but had different life paths and different class backgrounds than the
participants with whom they were working. Relatedly, a financial coach’s ability to relate
also came up in an interview with a male financial coach who works primarily with female
clients. When I asked if gender was something that he thought about in his work with
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clients, who were primarily women, he responded:
So I grew up in a household, besides my dad, of women. So early on I was
fortunate enough to get the exposure of what it was like to work with a
woman….I realized early on, just the sacrifice that women make, how
strong women are, and there were qualities that I saw in my older sisters,
in my mom that I wanted to have and so growing up that played a key role
in my life… so, early on, I was able to get that exposure which has made
me who I am and I think it helps me in this role, right. Because you know,
I think the first thing is being able to identify clearly opportunities and
obstacles that I’ve faced as a male that some women probably haven’t
faced, and I think in the population that I work with, and just being a
[racialized] male plays a really big role… it could be viewed as this is an
example of a [racialized] male doing this work, and to some extent I have
to hold myself to some standard of saying “this is who I am”, “this is what
it could mean to be a [racialized] male in this role.” So I think it goes
beyond the financial specialist, it’s also a deeper role that I might be
playing, without even saying it…
The question of how to meet the needs of clients who had life experiences that were not
shared by the coaches was raised by only a few interviewees in the financial coach
population, but it did come up in interviews with financial coaching clients; a few client
interviewees specifically mentioned that when the presenters or coaches divulged that
they had life experiences that were shared with clients, the client felt like the coach or
presenter could relate to what they were going through, and as a result, clients felt an
affinity with that person.
To the final point, I asked coaches during my interviews if they thought about their
money similarly or differently from how their clients thought about money. This question
was designed to explore the social meaning of money and to hear how coaches
understood their position relative to their clients. Some of the coaches’ answers revealed
a relational construction of identity in which the client, as one living in poverty, became
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the constitutive outside that constructed the coaches’ middle-classness. In some ways, this
was expressed as a disavowal of the significance of money in their own lives, when their
clients seemed preoccupied with it. For example, in response to the question, “Do your
clients think about money in the same way that you think about money?” one financial
coach said:

Probably not, um. (laughs). OK, so here's the truth. I don't value money. I
think money is paper. And, um, it’s only as good as what you want to do
in life. Sometimes you need it, sometimes you don't, you really don't need
a lot of money to do what you want in life… I guess what I'd say is I
value more helping people find who they are and what they want to do
with their time than how much cash flow they'll have and how many
assets they will be able to accumulate in life. Um, having said that I was
lucky in my life to be able to have purchased my home and paid off the
home and so I'm in a stable environment, and an environment that I
chose and picked where I'd like to live. So to that extent, I help clients to
think about, you know, where they want to be and if they want to be
somewhere else, that is ok…

This coach is reflexive about the privileges that she has relative to her clients—a home that
she has paid off in a safe part of the city that she has chosen—and in some ways that has
engendered reflexivity about her daily work which requires her to assert the significance
of money, or the lack of it, for her clients. In response, she expresses disinterest in focusing
only on cash flow and asset accumulation, which are significant parts of the coaching
model, and instead prefers to help clients identify what is important to them. While
intended as a way to focus the priorities of coaching around the client’s needs, this
subjective construction of financial well-being, and its function, is explored more
thoroughly in chapter 3.
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Other examples of this relational construction of financial values and class identity
appeared when numerous financial coaches confessed that they do not have a budget or
track their spending, a practice that they repeatedly ask their clients to engage in as part
of developing fiscal responsibility. Of course, clients often have complex money
management practices, but coaching asks clients to conform to the linear inputs and
outputs of a monthly cash flow spreadsheet, part of the pedagogical intervention that
assumed that clients’ poverty results from a lack of these strategies, rather than a lack of
funds. Another example of the construction of difference between the financial situation
of a coach and her client was expressed in an interview when a coach discussed her
surprise that one of her client’s credit score was higher than her own personal credit score.
This coach could not believe that her score was lower than her client’s score and went to
her boss to ask how it was possible that the clients who she was coaching could have a
higher score. According to the coach, her boss responded that these clients had been
“smart that way.” These perceptions of different saving and spending priorities, as well
as confusions about financial status, indicate the complexities of class identity that are
confirmed or challenged in these moments of encounter (Valentine 2008; Lawson and
Elwood 2014). These perceptions about the similarities and differences between clients
and coaches, and what this difference might suggest about financial coaching practice is
explored further, especially in chapter 4.
c. Who? Banks and the financial services industry
Many of the financial literacy and capability programs that I studied invited
representatives from banks, who were often existing funders or partners in some element
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of the wider organizations’ work, to present an introduction workshop before beginning
coaching with interested clients. While many financial literacy and capability programs
have moved away from a group workshop model, they often retain the workshop format
as part of their recruitment and intake process. It was the very rare exception, rather than
the rule, for an organization to facilitate a multi-week group workshop or invite a bank in
to lead more than one session. I observed bank-led workshops on numerous occasions,
but they were always in conjunction with a nonprofit organization and hosted at the
nonprofit site—never at a bank branch. Nonprofits’ invitation to banks to present a
workshop was likely part of maintaining cordial relationships with a funder and also
helped the banks to fulfil their obligations under the 1977 Community Reinvestment Act
(CRA) which requires banking and financial institutions to meet the borrowing needs of
the specific communities where they are located. In some cases, the visiting presenter
appeared committed to the idea of bringing the bank into the community, including some
bank representatives who attempted to build rapport with participants by stating that
they wanted to help others understand what they did not know before they began
working at a retail bank8. But the motivations of other presenters, who appeared
unprepared, showed up late, and offered minimal or incorrect information, which was
common, were less clear. One financial coach explained that she thought the bank was
simply “peacocking for CRA credits”, rather than investing in any real educational
mission. Said another way, the bank’s willingness to present workshops was a

8

In my 14 months of fieldwork, I never saw an organization partner with a credit union, nor
discuss the difference between a bank and a credit union.
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hypervisible display of community commitment, part of the bank’s efforts to prove that it
engages in CRA activities, even if the experience is not particularly useful for participants.
In every instance, the bank representative presenting the educational workshop
made his or her business cards available, either by circulating them around the group,
handing them to each participant, or putting them on the table for participants to choose
to take, or not. Depending on the organization, and the financial coach or director who
was sitting in on the session, this action was either met with silent permission, a corrective
redirection (insisting that the business cards could be available, but not directly handed
out), or, on one occasion, a firm indication to the bank representative that they could not
solicit business as part of the workshop. Addressing the participants, on this occasion, the
coach strongly expressed that they were under no obligation to accept the business card.
The variance in reactions to this seemingly inconsequential moment in the workshop—
essentially the sharing of contact information—is an indication of the complexities of the
relationship between nonprofits and the banking and financial services sector.
Read one way, the sharing of contact information can be seen as a benevolent
attempt to personalize relationships with banking institutions that have long been
critiqued for being unfriendly, inaccessible and discriminatory to the very populations
these programs serve. In her book The Unbanking of America Lisa Servon (2017) argues that
these practices have meant that low and moderate-income populations have chosen
alternative financial services providers (AFSP) over mainstream banking because AFSP
understand and work with their customers, whereas mainstream banks are punitive,
unfriendly and hide the cost of their services; Servon also argues that these factors are
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driving ‘middle class’ peers away from mainstream banking institutions as well.
Following this assessment, the sharing of a business card appeared to me as a gesture
intended to make workshop participants feel like they had someone they can trust—a
welcoming face—at a bank branch that can feel overwhelming to people with limited or
negative past experiences with banks9. Seen in this light, the presence of banks at financial
education workshops is not only an effective strategy for recruiting new business as banks
appear to be institutions invested in the community, but also serves a function for clients.
It can also be read as an invitation to initiate a relationship that may be useful in
the future, even if a person does not need financial services in this moment. Indeed, the
content and quality of one’s relationship with a financial institution, including one’s
longevity as a bank customer, has long been a part of subjective assessments that influence
lending decisions. At one workshop the presenter explained that “you’re building this
relationship for critical life events, like saving for your kids for college, or buying a house,
which I know is a long way off…” but he assured that this would be “helpful in the
future”. This statement insinuates that the evaluation of a customer’s credit worthiness is
based on his or her relationship with a lending institution, a practice that enabled and
perpetuated the discriminatory lending of the 20th century through interlocking systems
of oppression expressed in institutional and governmental policies, as well as through
insidious individual expressions of bias and discrimination that enforced inequality, day

9

Similar to a credit report that enumerating a person’s payment history for revolving (credit
cards) and installment (a loan for a fixed amount loans, such as car and student loans) credit, a
person’s checking and savings history is recorded through ChexSystems accounts. Financial
coaching clients often feared their Chex records if they bounced checks or had accounts closed on
them for not paying overdraft fees or cashing fraudulent checks.
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in and day out. Of course, the technology of credit scoring, which is supposed to remove
subjective biases that influence assessments of credit worthiness and risk, conflicts with
the idea that this relationship building still matters.
As the financial services industry targets low and moderate-income populations
as a new market of consumers for its products, there is also a need for information about
what kinds of products would appeal to this population. These workshops appeared to
function as a way for the nonprofit organizations to build goodwill with the bank,
including bringing visibility to the organization’s programming and the financial needs
of their participants. Making the case for second chance banking accounts10 or establishing
a connection to encourage lending institutions to waive fees for certain financial products,
such as secured credit products, is essential for the capability portion of financial coaching
work. While the degree to which organizations partner with banks or suggest specific
products (without necessarily specifying a provider) varies by site and coach, coaches
were encouraged to think about the products their clients might need and find a local
financial institution to partner with to meet the needs of their clients. As they use data to
translate the financial needs of clients into financial products that can be vehicles for
wealth building, these programs help the financial services industry create products that
will appeal to LMI clients.

10

A second chance bank account is for someone who, as a result of a negative checking account
history documented in ChexSystems, is having a difficult time qualifying for a checking account.
A second chance account makes it possible for people to rebuild their banking history, but these
accounts do not have some of the features of regular accounts.
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Finally, the financial services industry was also visibly using education as a
strategy to build relationships with other populations as well. The use of education as a
strategy to identify and recruit potential consumers among populations who likely have
a sizable income, but are not using financial products and services is an innovation in the
financial services space, and is worthy of study. While the institutions that offer these
educational opportunities profess that they do not have a particular agenda for selling
products, they appear to be using education as part of their marketing to build trust and
confidence in their brand, especially for consumers who may have the means for financial
products but do not find them accessible or approachable.
I saw two examples of this strategy during my fieldwork and both examples
targeted millennials, a population assumed to interact with financial institutions in new
ways, such as using online and mobile banking far more than visiting traditional branch
locations (McCade 2016). The first, Capital One 360, a bank previously without existing
brick and mortar locations, decided to partner with Peet’s Coffee to provide a coffee-shop
environment that doubles as a space to chat with a ‘friendly, savvy ambassador’ about
financial products and services. Capital One Cafes are located in select major cities across
the United States and have nine locations in the Boston area, the highest concentration of
any of their locations. Another example of this was Massachusetts Mutual Life Insurance
Company’s Society of Grownups, a “MassMutual Learning Initiative” that had one pilot
location in Brookline, Massachusetts along Beacon Street. Upon casually passing this
location, I thought it was a bar or coffee shop because of its aesthetic and name. During a
tour, an employee explained that millennials are not buying life insurance, so this
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storefront was a concept created with the assistance of a design and consulting firm to see
if the company could build relationships with a generation of consumers that they had
been unable to reach. While the Society of Grownups storefront closed after about a year
in existence, the financial education aspect of the concept moved online (Fernandes 2016).
These two examples show how an existing financial services provider is attempting to use
education in an innovative setting to target a desirable population of consumers. By
fashioning themselves as a trusted source for financial information, and by offering
seemingly impartial knowledge and a peek behind the financial services, these companies
have turned educational interventions into rapport-building opportunities as part of
efforts to build both their immediate and longer-term (more profitable) client base. The
approach is to demystify ‘adulting’ by making big financial decisions understandable and
feel inevitable with the proper guidance.
The complicated relationship between banks, the financial services industry and
financial literacy and capability programs is evident in the examples I have discussed in
this section. The following sentiment, expressed by a financial coach who began doing
foreclosure prevention work after financial crisis and transitioned to financial coaching in
recent years, encapsulates the complexity of this relationship. She explained
I find it interesting that a lot of the funders that we are beholden to are the
same financial institutions that were sort of working in an adversarial
capacity with when it comes to applying for modifications, right. So we
may have clients coming in that are being subjected to abusive lending
practices on the foreclosure side of things from a big bank that is also giving
us a large sum of money to provide financial capability funding.
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These insights provide another indication of the ways that nonprofit organizations
are beholden to banks, even as those involved in this work have seen the violence
perpetuated against their clients; in some ways, the work nonprofit organizations were
called to perform during the foreclosure crisis—supporting those in financial distress and
helping to navigate an otherwise incomprehensible system—is similar to the function
nonprofits are currently performing as they help clients to be credit-ready.

IV.

Financial Coaching Clients: Low and Moderate-Income Bostonians
This doctoral research expands the empirical focus from the middle-income

consumers who were the target of financial inclusion efforts beginning in the 1980’s to a
focus on low and moderate-income (LMI) populations in the global north. My work joins
scholarship on the everyday life of finance, which has examined the plight of pensioners
(Langley 2006) and mortgage-affected people (García-Lamarca and Kaika 2016) to now
examine how LMI populations are disproportionately affected by predatory and
discriminatory lending practices (Kiel and Waldman 2015; Soederberg 2013). These
populations have received scant attention in the literature on the geographies of
financialization (for an example, see: Stenning et al. 2010), despite mounting evidence that
their experiences of financialization are different than their higher income counterparts.
In this section, I begin by considering the specific conditions of housing, employment and
wealth accumulation as these are central to questions of Boston’s livability for clients who
participate in these programs. I then draw on my interviews and participant observations
to discuss the experiences of low and moderate-income clients in an attempt to share some
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of the more complex and vivid descriptions that informed my analysis in the chapters that
follow.

a. Living in an Unequal City of Plenty
There are well-documented concerns about the financial security of low and
moderate-income residents in Boston (Chaddha 2018; Savage and Graves 2015). The
Boston region is repeatedly amongst the most expensive places to live in the United States.
According to U.S. Census estimates, 21.1% of persons in Boston are living in poverty. The
U.S. Census American Community Survey, median gross rent for 2012-2016 is estimated
at $1,369, while the median value of owner-occupied housing units was $423,200 for the
same time period. There are significant disparities in educational attainment, housing,
employment opportunities, income and health across the region. In this section, I will
provide some background on the current economic conditions that are the context of
everyday life for individuals and families living in the Boston area.
The significant inequality in the Boston area is evident in both income and wealth
disparities. The current minimum wage in Boston is $11 per hour. According to the Living
Wage Calculator (Glasmeier 2018)11, the living wage for one adult in Suffolk County is
currently $14.65, while it is $30.95 per hour for one adult with a child. Annually, an adult
working full-time at minimum wage would make $22,880 a year before taxes, while based

11

Full-time work is calculated at 40 hours a week for 52 weeks a year, per adult. See more
detailed calculations of typical annual expenses for Suffolk County at:
http://livingwage.mit.edu/counties/25025.
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on Glasmeier’s (2018) calculations for an annual ‘living wage’, a single adult living in
Boston would need to earn $30,479 before taxes, or $64,380 to sustain one adult and one
child. According to the US Bureau of the Census, the median household income in the US
is US$59,039 (2017a), while the median income for Suffolk County, where Boston is
located, is US$56,530 (2017b). These figures do not reveal the significant income and
wealth inequality in the Boston area (Meschede et al. 2016).

Figure 3: Redlining Map from Inequality Mapper

The residential geography of Boston continues to be influenced by the long history
of residential segregation in Boston (Fig. 3), including redlining practices and deed
covenants that applied restrictions to mortgage lending by race, religion and ethnicity
(Desmond 2016; Rothstein 2017). Residential segregation by race and income persist, with
significant inequality visible by census tract. Following national trends, the Boston metro
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area is also becoming more diverse; the region has grown from 8% people of color in 1980
to 25% in 2010 (in Foster et al. 2017, 4).
Based on 2014 data in the American Community Survey (ACS), Boston ranks at
the top of the list for household income inequality12, with families in the 20th percentile
making $14,942 and households on the other end of the spectrum, those in the 95th
percentile making $266,224. It follows then that there is also a significant differential
between the net worth—total of assets13 minus debt—of white households and nonwhite
households in Boston. According to the report, the median wealth of white households in
the MSA is $247,500 while the median net worth of nonwhite households ranged from
less than $10 to $12,000 for Caribbean black households. A report published by the Federal
Reserve Bank of Boston (Muñoz et al. 2015) using data gathered in the National Asset
Scorecard for Communities of Color (NASCC) examined the differential between the
assets and debts of white and nonwhite households. The report documents a significant
racial wealth gap in the Boston Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA), an area of 4.6 million
residents that represents a geography far wider than the city of Boston alone. For example,
while 56% of white households have retirement accounts, only 20% of households headed

12

Holmes and Berube (2016) examine the 95/20 ratio, those households who are earning more
than 95% of all other households, and those earning more than only 20% of all other households.
The report authors also considered data from the ACS on the metropolitan area. BostonCambridge-Newton MA-NH metro area ranks 6th most unequal in the nation with the 95/20 ratio
increased to $293,653 to $27,883.
13

The report defines assets as financial (savings and checking accounts, money market funds,
bonds, stocks, retirement accounts and life insurance) and tangible assets such as houses, vehicles
and other real estate (8).
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by U.S.-born black and Caribbean black immigrants have retirement accounts.14 Seventynine percent of people in the MSA who are white own a home while only one-third of
people who are black are homeowners (15). Owning a home has been a vehicle for white
households to store and build wealth, including through tax incentives and creditbuilding through on-time mortgage payments. Yet, as the report shows, “racial and ethnic
minorities are not benefitting to the same extent as white households from the potential
wealth-enhancing effects of home ownership”(16). Importantly, while nonwhite
households are less likely to be home owners, these households are also more likely to
have mortgage debt if they are homeowners, and also more likely to have student loans
and medical debt (ibid 16, Baum and Steele 2010). These gaps in wealth accrual reflect
income disparities as well as differential access to wealth-generating investments, and are
the result of longstanding policies that have prevented or impeded wealth accumulation
for nonwhite households including making it difficult for this population to own land,
become home owners and accumulate assets in other forms. These structural barriers are
another indication of the ways that financial products do not have a universal application
or effect across the population.

b. Complex financial lives
The financial concerns of LMI clients surfaced in the one-on-one coaching sessions
I observed, and in the interviews I conducted with participants. While impossible to

The report further disaggregates the data, identifying that only 8% of Dominicans and 16% of
Puerto Ricans—the two largest Hispanic groups in the Boston MSA—have retirement accounts.
These groups represent 23% and 29% of the Hispanic population in the MSA, respectively (4).
14
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represent the diversity of experiences of clients, in this section my aim is to provide a
window into the experiences that were shared with me. This portion of my field work
speaks to low and moderate-income individuals’ experiences of financial coaching, and
lived experiences of poverty and their hardships. This data has informed my
understanding of financial coaching specifically and financial inclusion more broadly.
Concerns expressed by participants in these spaces—both the participants themselves
who shared their confusions, difficulties and sense of hopeless about their economic lives
in coaching and workshop spaces, as well as information shared during interviews—
informed my understanding of the implementation of financial literacy and capability
programs. This is a data set that I am actively working with and still making sense of, and
I plan to continue to explore the detailed accounts shared with me in future work.
The thoughts shared in this section, and those emanating out into the larger
project, emerged from listening to the questions that arise in financial coaching and group
workshop settings. While the coaching sessions offered a view of the complicated lives
and experiences of LMI adult clients, including expressions of sadness, regret, that was
also accompanied by crying and confessions of mental health struggles, many of the
workshops that I observed used materials from existing financial education curriculums,
such as the “Your Money, Your Goals” toolkit created by the Consumer Financial
Protection Bureau (CFPB) or the “Money Smart” curriculum for adults created by the
Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC). These curriculums focus on the basics of
credit use and banking and are not specifically tailored to any population. In my
observations, the lives of the participants often appeared far from the ones represented in
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the informational packets that guide the sessions; a workshop presented at a homeless
shelter for women and their children, for example, included a scenario of a male carpenter
who was going to have his electric sander repossessed if he could not pay back his loan
(Fig. 4), while another image showed a check register listing dry cleaning as the first
expense in the ledger that was meant to teach participants how to track their cash flow.15
These examples indicate some of the classed and gendered assumptions that underpin the
programming being offered, as well as the stark differences between the financial lives of
people who have dry cleaning bills and those who report using check cashing services at
Walgreens and paying exorbitant overdraft fees.
In addition to the lived experiences that are represented in these pre-packaged
curricula being out of step with the concerns of the people who attend these classes, many
of the representatives from banks, and some of the financial coaches, discussed above,
also betray a fundamental misunderstanding of the financial challenges faced by their
audience, the low and moderate-income financial coaching clients. Indications that the
presenters had a limited frame of reference for the lives of LMI populations was overtly
expressed in off-hand comments or visible in the misunderstandings. For example, a bank
representative presenting at a homeless shelter who, in response to a participant’s

15

The insistence on teaching participants how to use a check ledger to track expenses—part of a
technology of accounting examined in chapters 3 and 4—felt like a practice of money
management from a bygone era of home economics. It felt uncanny to watch as, at the end of a
session on tracking expenses, the bank distributed check ledgers to participants as if they were a
great gift. For the young women in this workshop, this was a practice that was generationally out
of step with their lives. This population reports a general distrust of online financial or banking
apps and may have no need to use them anyways because they are likely unbanked and therefore
never write checks. Nonetheless, I witnessed check ledger usage being taught to a younger
generation who was assumed to never have been taught this skill.
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welcoming “How are you” greeting, responded, “Can’t complain in here.” This response
felt brash—an expression that named the difference of economic standing and class
position between the presenter and the participants. Rather than be self-effacing about his
relative privilege, this offhand comment seemed to concretize the differences between the
presenter and the participants.

Figure 4: Image of FDIC Money Smart Curriculum
Another indication of the gap between the financial education on offer and the
needs of the participants came at the close of a four-week long financial education
workshop with a representative from a bank when participants were given the
opportunity to provide feedback. Following the standard evaluation question, “How can
we improve the information we give you?” participants called for the facilitator to “make
it hands on,” “make it into a game,” or “have more open conversation.” Then one
participant offered, “give us more information about how not to become homeless again.”
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This multi-week workshop had been taking place at a residential facility for young
women and their children, and the presenter was a white man in his forties from a
commercial bank with a branch nearby. Throughout the four-week session, the presenter
built rapport with the women. He repeatedly commented to me about how these were
“good girls”, and generally saw them as trying their best. He was “on their side” and
wanted to be of service in these sessions. For two of the four sessions, he invited female
managers from other branches to co-present, an indication that he was not naïve about
the limits to his relatability. He seemed to do his best to be respectful and helpful, and
before this particular debrief began, he shared his plans to return in the fall to make this
workshop a regular occurrence.
It was surprising, then, but perhaps shouldn’t have been, when he responded
sharply to the request for more information about how to prevent homelessness with “it
is your responsibility to make sure you’re not homeless again”. The room fell silent. He
repeated his statement, “it is your responsibility to make sure you’re not homeless again.”
“I mean,” he said, stumbling over his words, “how am I supposed to tell you what to do
to not become homeless again?” As his comment settled, a young woman chimed in,
perhaps to break the tension, perhaps to offer advice that a friend or financial coach had
previously suggested to her. She said: “If you’re a makeup junkie you can make sure you
don’t spend your money on that stuff.” Another participant offered, addressing her
comment almost reassuringly to the presenter who seemed at a loss: “You can’t tell us
how not to ruin our lives. My refrigerator might break, or my car might die or my kid
might get sick. But can you help us catch back up? I mean, how can we make sure the

52

foundation does not go out from under our feet?” These moments of tension reveal the
biases and unexamined perceptions that influence financial education professionals’
work; when presenters are not asked to reflect on or confront how their own experiences
are informing what they suggest is ideal or responsible practice, their own experiences
and positionality are assumed to be universal. As one interviewee explained “I'm like, "I
don't need another adult telling me that I'm doing it wrong." I want somebody to tell me,
"Okay, that's how you're doing it? Well, let me show you another way."
The financial inclusion agenda was visible in a variety of conversations about
credit. For example, in the opening of a conversation for a financial education workshop,
the facilitator posed the question “Why do you think credit is important” Expecting a
ready list of the reasons why credit was important, the facilitator’s momentum was
thwarted when the first person to respond said, “I don’t think credit is important. Credit
is only important because they make it important.” This credit refusal, which I recounted
in introduction of this dissertation, was the result of the participant’s experience as an 18
year old. After moving into an apartment on her own, she had accepted many credit card
offers and after disastrous usage through her late teens, she realized the motivations of
the credit card industry and the ruin that could stretch from her economic life into other
aspects of her existence. Time and again I heard how the positive framing of financial
participation was at odds with participants’ lived realities. Rather than being seen as a
tool for access and economic mobility, credit scores were understood as barriers to
employment and housing, as numbers used to justify the exorbitant fines and fees that
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accrue on the financial products -–including mainstream products—that are available to
this population.
However, clients generally appreciated information about how credit scores work,
and found strategic information about how to improve a credit score helpful, even if they
weren’t able to follow the information. Clients who felt that they were benefitting from
financial coaching were especially thankful for credit building insights, and would recall
them to me as rules of thumb, that they also indicated they shared with family and
friends16. For example, during an interview with a woman who came to the United States
from China, she recounted how she learned that credit was important, and the lessons
about increasing her credit score that were shared by financial coaches.
I feel here credit is very important. Or maybe in China it is important too,
but I never have chance to learn. Yeah, but here, yes, it will affect the
mortgage rate, and yeah, in China, we only try our best to avoid debt. But
here, I learned that have credit card and keep paying off that debt will help
improve your credit. I learned a part of this before the class. And during
the class, it became more clear for me. Before, when I lived by myself, I start
to ask how to buy a house. And other people said “Oh, you need credit
card.” And when I apply for credit card, they not allow me to have credit
card. Why? Because I do not have credit, so I start to learn from then. And
later, during the financial training, I know ... you can say it's a trick ... it's
like “don't use all the credit balance, just use a part of them, can help you
improve your credit.”17 And before, I always think I should use them all,

16

The question of the networked impact of financial coaching through information-sharing via
social networks is likely worthy of study. Teaching financial coaching clients specific information
about how credit scoring works, for example, may have spin-off effects where families, friends or
communities benefit from the specific information garnered by this sharing. Dare I say, this may
address information asymmetries in how the financial system works and provide critical
information to help populations understand and strategically interact with the systems that are
opaque.
17 The interviewee is describing the strategy explained in financial coaching (and examined in
chapter 3) of increasing a credit score by strategically utilizing less than 30% of available credit.
Many assume that spending to your credit limit has no effect on your credit score, especially if
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and then pay off them all. Yeah, so I realized oh, something I think is right
but it is not right.
At its best, financial coaching can provide information, dispel myths and vet
financial products and services. This participant was clearly thankful for the
information, which nuanced and deepened what she already knew about credit.
Clients also frequently mentioned that examples that showed them how
weekly expenses added up over time were instructive, even if this did not
necessarily influence their habits. An example that was cited over and over again
was the hypothetical person who purchased Dunkin’ Donuts coffee every day and
then realized that he or she could save a significant amount of money each month
if she made coffee at home. Some organizations even had a handout made that
indicated how daily expenses added up to weekly and monthly expenses. An
interviewee explained:
I remember there was one example that they gave about this one girl that
was ... where they pulled up her expenses. She was spending $25 a week
on something, and it turned out that she was spending $25 a week on her
nails and $20 a week on her hair. And I remember that thought because I
was thinking to myself, "That's a normal girl thing to do," and then, when
they added it up every month and they added it up for every quarter, I
thought, "Holy crap, that's a lot of money." And then, I thought to myself,
"Maybe I'll just learn how to do my own nails now in the comfort of my
own home in front of the television or something." I remember that being
one example.
The gendered discourses evident here are reminiscent of those expressed in
response to the facilitator who was at a loss to offer suggestions for preventing

you pay your credit card bill on time, but as this participant articulates, there is something to be
gained by constraining spending to a fraction of the credit available, if possible.
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homelessness; Joseph’s (2013; 2014) writing on the gendered discourses of the
shopaholic are instructive here, especially related to what kinds of financial
practices are pathologized and which are valorized.
Another strategy that was a rule of thumb taught in financial coaching
professional development trainings and used by coaches in their practice was to
prioritize debts so the “squeaky wheel”—the creditor most frequently calling and
demanding to be paid—was not necessarily the one to be paid. Instead, coaches
suggested that clients think about the total amount owed, as well as the interest
rates as they lined up their debts and followed a strategy for decreasing those
debts. Sometimes the strategy suggested was to pay off small debts that felt
feasible; this strategy was supposed to make clients feel capable of paying off
bigger debts by wiping out smaller debt. An interviewee recounted this strategy
to me as one of the parts of coaching that was helpful. She said:
And then something else that they talked about that made a huge impact
on me was, instead of taking $200 and trying to split those $200 in four or
five bills, start from your lowest bills and line them up. So if you owe $400
here and six here and eight there, focus on paying the minimum on those
and then the maximum on the lowest one until you pay that off, and then
it's kind of like going down a ladder, so that was huge for me.
These rules of thumb seem to stick with participants, and in numerous interviews,
participants expressed that they could hear their financial coach in their head when they
were making decisions. Yet, it is difficult to manage the multiple demands of a wellrounded financial life. In interviews, participants would express guilt that they had not
been able to follow the advice of a coach, or would indicate that they knew how important
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a practice, like saving, was, but they were not able to do that at the moment. At other
times, participants were intent on following the financial guide’s advice, to a fault. That
was the case for one participant who was so intent on guarding her savings that she had
accidentally accumulated $140 in overdraft fees as she spent more money than was in her
checking account, despite having money in her savings account.
Finally, these comments, from a financial coach who has come out of homelessness
and now works to help as a financial coach could be instructive. She said,
You know, when people say they’re just check-to-check-ing it, I think we
often box people in and say that it’s indicative of low-income people, but
it’s not. There are a lot of people living from check to check, from one week
to another, and not just low-income people. When you stop making it an
income thing, or a class thing, you’re confirming for them that it’s about
society. It’s about validating that their situation is not just their own”
In my interpretation, this financial coach is dismissing the “needs versus wants” rhetoric
that pathologizes poverty, and is refusing to position herself as a coach who will make
someone responsible for their financial situation. By validating the difficulties—which are
sometimes impossibilities—of making money stretch, of saving money in an emergency
fund, and of having enough to survive, one paycheck to another, I hear this coach feeling
the precarious situation of a client in crisis, and resisting the urge to suggest that people
simply need to be empowered to be able to make ends meet. In her suggestion that “there
are a lot of people living from check to check” this coach articulates a collective politics of
the economy that moves beyond cultural explanations for poverty and instead offers an
assessment that it is not something that can be understood as the product of individual
actions alone.
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V.

Reflections
In this chapter, I have provided an overview of my research methodology and

approach. Alongside information about the mechanics of my fieldwork, including the
challenges that enabled or constrained data collection, I have woven in ethnographic
details from my fieldwork that illustrate my experiences and provide context for the
arguments that follow. My overview thus far has provided limited reflection upon my
motivations for undertaking this project; indeed, it is only the prospect of concluding
without acknowledging the place from which I interpret and theorize that I am finally
able to commit a reflection (albeit a cursory one) on my positionality to the page. It is not
for lack of thinking about my positionality—indeed, many interviewees asked how I came
to this project18, and I readily discussed my motivations for undertaking this research in
ways that likely garnered more support, rather than less, for this project. Yet, it feels
complicated to think through which parts of myself are relevant to how I identified and
gathered data, and importantly, how I interpreted my findings.
When asked about my motivations for undertaking this project, I frequently
discussed my experience watching my mom navigate, first, a divorce, and then the
foreclosure of the house that I grew up in, as part of my motivation for undertaking this
research. And yet, I know full well that mourning the loss of a 4-bedroom house is a form
of entitlement that ignores the relative privilege of having a stable home for many years

18

While often stated as a simple question, I heard a few overlapping questions motivating these
inquiries: Why is a geographer studying these programs? Why is someone ‘from’ Kentucky here
in Boston, Why study these programs in Boston? And also, who are you and what do you want
from us?

58

and the lending practices that likely enabled its acquisition in the first place19. There are
also many parts of my background, including being the first woman in my family to
graduate from college—which was possible thanks to Pell grants and work-study—and
the only person in my family to attend graduate school, which means that my class
background overlaps with financial coaching clients. Other parts of my identity and selfpresentation are squarely in line with nonprofit professionals, and indeed prior to grad
school I taught middle and high school and worked at a large education nonprofit. At this
point in my life, on the precipice of completing another degree, I have more fancy friends
than I can count, and by the blessing of one of them, I have spent the final month writing
this dissertation not from the frenetic halls of the public library, but instead from the
blissfully quiet and air-conditioned great room of Harvard’s Law Library. Silence is a
privilege, my friends, as is the ability to drink free coffee surrounded by portraits of
luminaries who parse acceptable from unacceptable injustices. Motivating parts of my
critique, then—although they are more implicit and underexamined than I would
prefer—are what I see as the liberal, white, middle-class politics and economic priorities,
including the politics of respectability, that underpin these programs. This is an element
of my research that has yet to be situated and theorized, although in parts of this chapter,
and others, I do attempt to identify when a norm is being produced around an assumed

19

See, for example, my review in Antipode (2017) where I discuss narratives of ‘white flight’ in
Detroit and write of the importance of scholarship that shows “how the privileged transfigure
themselves into the marginalized and how oppressors frame their personal narratives in such a
way as to appear as the oppressed” (3)
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universal figure, or when a contested ‘good’ is being narrated as a benefit to all: a ‘winwin-win’, in the parlance of social finance proponents.
And I struggle too in many moments, which I guess is to say that in toggling
worlds, I approach this research as someone that has felt the need to prove myself and not
reflexively rattle off my shortcomings, despite there being many; as a feminist, I willing
admit the limits of my knowledge and know that the confines of my position have wholly
informed what I present in these pages. And as a female graduate student interested in
the politics of knowledge production, I am hellbent on digging in my heels and claiming
what I do know, even as I critique that very same performance of authority.
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CHAPTER THREE
RESCALING AND REFRAMING POVERTY: FINANCIAL COACHING
AND THE PEDAGOGICAL SPACES OF FINANCIAL INCLUSION

I.

Introduction
Since the 2008 financial crisis, there has been a growing concern that Americans

are ill-equipped to navigate an increasingly complex and opaque financial landscape.
Indeed, research has shown that only 37% of Americans are able to answer basic questions
about economics and finance (Lin et al. 2016), and only 42% of Americans have saved
enough money to cover three months of expenses, a common indicator of financial
stability (Ratcliffe et al. 2015). In this context, regulators, policy advocates, and the
financial services industry have championed financial literacy and capability initiatives as
empowering individuals to survive and prosper in a financialized economy. Indeed,
immediately following the financial crash, Federal Reserve Board Governor Frederic
Mishkin (2008) suggested that
There can hardly be a better time to make the case for economic and
financial literacy than right now… [W]e face a downturn… fueled, at least
in part, by unwise mortgage borrowing… [A] better informed citizenry
would likely have resulted in more-prudent decision making and,
consequently, less harm to the economy.

Following concerns that the financial literacy of the citizenry is tied to the economic
stability of the state, in 2010 President Obama established The President’s Advisory
Council on Financial Capability and by 2013 governors and mayors across the country
were creating offices promoting the financial security of residents, including in Boston
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where the newly elected mayor Marty Walsh created the Office of Financial
Empowerment in 2014. These programs, and related initiatives of financial consumer
education and protection, now appear in major cities across the United States (US) and
are funded, supported and implemented by an array of private, non-profit, and
governmental organizations.
Despite growing support for these initiatives, research up until this point has
primarily sought to quantify financial knowledge acquisition without attending to how or
why these programs influence the financial behaviors and habits of their target population,
low and moderate-income (LMI)20 adults. Except for Clark’s (2013, 2014a, 2014b)
scholarship examining global disparities in financial literacy rates, and Lai’s (2017) and
Morris’s (2018) more recent writings, financial education has scarcely appeared as the
object of geographical inquiry. Yet, the spaces of financial education are meaningful sites
where financial practices are cultivated and where the logics of financial inclusion and
empowerment are manifesting in the Anglo-American context.
This chapter offers an empirical focus on the under-examined spaces of financial
empowerment and inclusion in the US context by focusing on the implementation of
financial literacy and capability initiatives by nonprofit organizations in the greater
metropolitan area of Boston, Massachusetts. The Boston region has received significant
funding for financial empowerment programs from the financial services industry as well

20

LMI in the US context is a household whose income does not exceed 115% of the median
income for the area, adjusted for family size. According to the US Bureau of the Census, the
median household income in the US is US$59,039, while the median income for Suffolk County,
where Boston is located, is US$56,530. These figures hide significant income and wealth
inequality in the Boston area (see Meschede et al., 2016).
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as national nonprofit organizations, and has a growing cadre of financial education
professionals, known as financial coaches, who are employed by the city or local nonprofit
organizations. Drawing on 14 months of qualitative research, I examine how financial
coaches at nonprofit organizations in Boston promote financial empowerment by shaping
personal financial habits and expanding access to financial markets for their LMI adult
clients.
This chapter makes two contributions to the scholarship on the everyday
geographies of financialization by analyzing how financial literacy and capability
programs shape the financial practices of their clients. First, this chapter documents recent
changes in US financial education practices, including a marked shift from group-based
workshops to a model of one-on-one financial coaching. While scholars studying financial
subject formation allude to the role of financial education in reconfiguring risk and
responsibility, up until this point critical literature in the social sciences has not closely
examined or theorized the role of nonprofit programs in shaping the financial practices of
their client populations. By focusing on how financial coaches understand their everyday
work with LMI adult clients, I document this recent transformative “coaching turn,” and
reveal the modus operandi and multiple effects of this model of financial education.
Through a focus on the mundane shaping of financial practices, this research shows how
the financial empowerment philosophy and the everyday work of financial inclusion are
being carried out by nonprofit actors.
Second, this research offers an important complement to previous scholarship on
the everyday life of finance and the geographies of financial inclusion by showing how
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nonprofit financial literacy and capability programs are expanding the reach of
mainstream finance, especially into the lives of LMI populations. In so doing, this research
shifts the empirical focus on everyday financial actors from middle and upper-income
financial consumers (Beaverstock et al., 2013; French and Kneale, 2009; Langley, 2007) to
low and moderate-income populations (Appleyard et al. 2017; Kear 2013), and
importantly, expands the traditional sites where financialization is studied to the
nonprofit spaces of financial inclusion. A focus on the everyday practices of financial
coaching reveals how the boundary between financial exclusion and inclusion is remade
as financial coaches shape the financial habits and behaviors of their LMI clients. Based
on this research, I argue that the active growth of the financial sector is contingent upon
making previously unfit market actors into viable debtors in the pedagogical spaces of
financial inclusion.
This chapter proceeds as follows: first, I situate financial education within the
context of poverty alleviation programs and discuss how financial illiteracy became a
concern of the state after the financial crisis. I then discuss the recent expansion of credit
to low and moderate-income populations and consider how financial literacy and
capability programs are spaces in which an under-examined population of financial actors
are learning how to be ‘good financial citizens’. Next, I turn to interviews I conducted
with financial education professionals, and draw on extensive participant observation in
Boston, to examine the broader theory of change that orients financial coaches’ work with
their LMI clients. I do this by discussing three key themes of financial coaching practice
that emerged during my research: a) motivating and empowering, rather than offering
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advice or expertise b) achieving financial goals and disciplining spending and c)
expanding the use of credit and improving credit scores. Finally, I conclude by discussing
how the financial coaching model rescales poverty from a collective to an individual
problem, and reframes financial instability as something to be solved by market inclusion.

II.

Shaping Financial Practices, Making Responsible Financial Citizens
In the US, contemporary financial literacy and capability initiatives are part of a

long history in which the state and social service actors intervene in the lives of lowincome populations (Cruickshank, 1999; Zelizer, 1997). For example, during the late 19th
and throughout the 20th century, economic education efforts targeted poor and
immigrant women and attempted to teach household budgeting and thrift practices
(Witkowski, 2010). The shaping of economic practices has long been intertwined with
gendered notions of morality and respectability (Joseph, 2013; Skeggs, 1997) and
undertaken as part of state efforts to promote American values and social norms (Hohnen,
2006; Mitchell, 2003). While women remain the primary target population and comprise
the majority of program participants, the scope and intentions of contemporary programs
has shifted to emphasize not only economic behaviors, such as budgeting and saving, but
financial practices as well. Now financial literacy and capability initiatives encourage
participants to repay their debt, monitor their credit scores, avoid “fringe” alternative
financial services (AFS), and save and invest using mainstream financial products (The
Federal Reserve Bank of Boston, 2013). These programs aim to provide literacy in the form
of consumer education and are also newly concerned with promoting capability
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(Nussbaum, 2000; Sen, 1985), which includes a financial consumer’s ability to “translate
financial knowledge and guidance into better financial behavior in their everyday lives”
(Sledge et al. 2011, p.3). One-on-one financial coaching has gained prominence as the
preferred program model as financial capability has been prioritized over literacy.
Financial coaching seeks to empower clients to become more self-sufficient and
financially stable through fastidious attention to one’s personal finances. These programs
invite clients to work on themselves to reap the benefits of the financial economy; rather
than passively saving money, economic subjects are now expected to exhibit financial
acumen and use credit at rates that indicate an engagement with financial systems, but
not at levels that are deemed irresponsible (Marron, 2014). The shift in expectations from
a passive saver subject to an active investor or debtor subject—whereby financial
consumers are now expected to speculate, calculate and accumulate assets—has been well
documented in the literature on financial subjectivity (Hall, 2012; Langley and Leyshon,
2012; Lazzarato, 2012), and is also reflected in the program design and pedagogical
strategies of contemporary financial literacy and capability programs (Davies and
Saltmarsh, 2007; Williams 2007). These programs promote a form of financial selfgovernance in which the not-yet good enough financial subject is encouraged to exhibit
the capacities of homo economicus, a necessarily fraught project (Foucault 2008; Langley
2007). As they encourage individuals to change their own behaviors (Jones et al., 2007;
Pykett, 2012), these programs work through the neoliberal impetus to govern through
freedom (Rose 1999) and can be read as pedagogical tools of power.
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The motivation to shape the financial practices of residents is evident in The Urban
Institute’s report Thriving Residents, Thriving Cities, which connects the financial wellbeing of the most vulnerable residents with the financial health of the city:
The economic health of cities and communities depends on the financial health and
stability of their residents. Economically secure families are better able to weather
temporary income drops independently and are less likely to rely on local services for
housing support and cash assistance. Financially healthy adults can contribute more to
the local economy, thus supporting property, sales, and income taxes (McKernan et al.,
2016).
As individual financial illiteracy is constructed as the cause and therefore the
remedy to both household and municipal financial instability, nonprofit organizations are
enrolled to manage the financial crisis at the scale of the individual, rather than addressing
the systemic causes of the problem through policy change or regulation. This logic
connects the financial stability of the citizen to the financial security of the city, portraying
a transactional subject who is expected to expresses his or her ‘financial citizenship’ by
working, consuming and paying taxes (Kear, 2013; Pathak, 2014; Lai and Tan, 2015). In
addition, the LMI financial citizen is asked to reform him or herself by becoming
independent from public assistance, now and into the future. Indeed, as Finlayson (2009)
writes, “Financialisation is intimately related to the reconfiguration of welfare states, their
retrenchment and the transfer of risk and responsibility from the collective to the
individual…” (p. 403). As such, financial literacy and capability programs are part of what
Brown (2015) describes, through Foucault (2008), as “novel ways of conceiving and
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relating state, society, economy and subject” (p. 50). It is this rescaling and reframing
function that these programs have become important spaces that offer new insights into
the scalar interdependence that finance engenders between the city and its residents.

III.

Financially Included: Low and Moderate-Income Populations as Reformed
Debtors
In recent years, social scientists have studied how individuals modulate their

behaviors to participate in the contemporary financial economy including by monitoring
defined-contribution retirement funds as defined-benefit plans disappear (Froud et al.,
2000; Froud et al., 2002; Langley, 2006), seeking financial advice from professionals (Hall
and Appleyard, 2009; Lai, 2016), and increasingly being concerned with speculation,
calculation and future-oriented accumulation strategies (Albree et al., 2009; Allon, 2010;
French and Kneale, 2012). While attention to the decision-making of these everyday
financial actors has nuanced geographical scholarship on the financial sector, there
remains a paucity of geographical research on the everyday financial lives of low and
moderate-income (LMI) individuals. This chapter therefore turns analytical attention to a
population in the US who were previously seen as unimportant to or unaffected by
processes of financialization, despite mounting evidence that their experiences of
austerity after the financial crisis are different from middle and upper-income peers (Hall,
2011; 2015), and that their financial participation is central to the ongoing financialization
of the economy (Aitken, 2015; Appleyard, 2011; de Goede, 2005).
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A focus on LMI populations is important because this population has recently
been targeted by the banking and financial services sector as ‘unbanked and
underbanked’ consumers who are ‘outside the financial mainstream’ and are therefore
ripe for financial inclusion. As of 2015, this population represented 26.9% of US
households (FDIC National Survey, 2016, p.1). Despite being targeted for over two
decades by “fringe” or alternative financial service (AFS) providers, such as check cashers,
payday lenders, rent-to-own shops and buy-here-pay-here auto lots for their financial
transactions (Aitken, 2010; Rowlingson et al. 2016), only recently have mainstream banks
and financial services targeted this population as a new market of consumers. While this
change in lending practices is narrated as a benevolent act that democratizes access to
credit via financial inclusion efforts, the profit motive for these institutions is significant.
The Center for Financial Services Innovation (CFSI) calculated that in 2013 the combined
market of AFS represented $103 billion in revenue, while just two years later in 2015,
revenue from the use of AFS totaled $140.7 billion (Schmall and Wolkowitz, 2016, p.11).
As LMI populations are increasingly able to access financial products and services,
scholarly concern has shifted from the problem of financial exclusion (Fuller, 1998;
Leyshon and Thrift, 1995; Pollard, 1996) to instead focus on what Sokol (2013, p.507) has
referred to as exploitative inclusion. Indeed, since the subprime mortgage crisis scholars
have documented the often-negative effects of financial incorporation (Montgomerie,
2009; Stenning, 2010; Wyly et al., 2007), especially for women (Baker, 2014; Roberts, 2013)
and African-American populations (Kiel and Waldman, 2015). Following Gabor and
Brooks (2017), this chapter conceptualizes financial inclusion as “not only the ability of

69

the ‘unbanked’ to access financial services, but also for financial capital to access new ‘risk
frontiers’, within an institutional and policy framework that enables financial actors to
‘de-risk’ individual consumers through constant monitoring” (p.433). Of course, low and
moderate-income populations (Morduch and Schneider, 2017) and increasingly middleincome consumers (Servon, 2017) have been shown to use a variety of financial products,
including mainstream and alternative financial services simultaneously, troubling the
notion that individuals are either financially included or excluded. My research confirms
this finding, and instead of reifying this binary, sheds light on how nonprofit financial
coaching programs are integral to the evolving everyday geographies of financial
inclusion and exclusion.
While the financial sector has long had a vested interest in the behaviors of
financial consumers, the fact that nonprofits are acting as intermediaries—essentially
preparing consumers for the market—is novel here. Froud et al. (2007) explain, “financial
literacy programs are now being promoted as a key control technology whereby a
financialized capitalism with literate citizens can obtain improved economic performance
and socially responsible outcomes” (p. 558). Indeed, a chief executive officer of a financial
services company bluntly explained “obviously if consumers are better with their finances
they are going to qualify for our products more in the first place” (quoted in Olen, 2015).
As such, I argue that the role of programs that cultivate desirable financial habits must be
examined in order to understand the current iteration of financial inclusion efforts and
the social relations of debt as they manifest in these nonprofit spaces (Lapavitsas 2013;
Soederberg 2013).
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IV.

Research Site and Methods
Boston, Massachusetts was selected as the study site for this project because of its

robust and growing commitment to financial literacy and capability programming. In
October 2014 the new mayor of the City of Boston, Marty Walsh, established the Office of
Financial Empowerment (OFE) which seeks to “link those seeking financial security and
wealth generation with access to capital, financial education, and financial services” (OFE
website, About Us). One part of the OFE’s work is to bolster the financial security of
Boston residents through supporting financial coaching programs. The two programs
directly under the OFE’s purview are joined by over twenty-five other programs in the
greater Boston area that are engaged in some form of financial coaching. While it is
difficult to determine the growth rate of financial coaching programs, based on a census
conducted by the Center for Financial Security at the University of Wisconsin of financial
coaching programs in the US, there are more than 453 social service organizations across
the country offering some form of financial coaching. According to estimates in the 2016
census, these programs are in at least 48 US states and 309 cities and there are at least 2,265
coaches performing some form of financial coaching, with an estimated 18,120 clients
served (Lienhardt 2017, 4).
Many, but not all of the one-on-one financial coaching programs in Boston are
situated within organizations that have long been part of the city’s well developed social
services sector providing support for LMI residents around housing, employment, health
and English language acquisition. In addition, national and regional organizations, such
as the Local Initiatives Support Corporation (LISC), The United Way, NeighborWorks
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America, Cities for Financial Empowerment Fund, along with banks and financial services
firms, play roles in financial coaching programs offered in Boston. They variously provide
funding, technical support, and training and are crucial to the continuing development of
this programming in Boston.
While Massachusetts is a national leader in consumer financial protection,
including laws that have made it difficult for AFS providers to operate, the state still
struggles with unique challenges, including the 6th highest student debt burdens in the US
(Cheng et al., 2017, 5), a rising cost of housing (LeBlanc, 2017) and a minimum wage that,
like other major US cities, is far from a living wage for residents (Johnson, 2014). Financial
coaching clients in Boston struggle with these and other challenges, even as issues of debt,
housing costs and income are common issues facing LMI populations across the country.
Data collection occurred over a period of 14 months from winter 2015 through
spring 2017. During this time, I conducted over 180 hours of participant observation at
bank and nonprofit-led workshops, one-on-one financial coaching sessions, stakeholder
roundtables and policy discussions, community of practice meetings and professional
development trainings. The financial education programs I studied vary depending on a
few factors, including their funding source, evaluation and reporting requirements, and
the structure and scope of the organization. Based on observations and interviews at 18
organizations in the greater Boston area, and professional development trainings for
financial coaches, the group of financial coaches in Boston is racially, ethnically, and
linguistically diverse, though more women seem to be employed in this work than men.
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I took extensive field notes during observations in all settings, and collected
materials during trainings, workshops and other events. Field notes were combined with
observations and training descriptions to create narrative extended field notes (Watson
and Till, 2010) to produce a thick description (Geertz 1973) of the practices, behaviors and
dynamics of each setting. Participant observation generated a nuanced understanding of
how financial literacy and capability initiatives are implemented (Cook 2005), including
the dispositions and behaviors promoted or discouraged at the sites, and the relationships
between organizations and their clients. I also conducted 45 semi-structured interviews
with financial literacy practitioners, clients, funders and policy makers, which produced
data on the shaping of financial knowledge, values and practices. I transcribed these semistructured interviews and used qualitative data software NVivo 11 to code transcripts
based on themes relevant to this research. Interview quotes presented here are from these
interviews. This data was supplemented with archival data (dated 2008-), including
national and local news, policy briefs, white papers, research reports and financial
education curriculums to provide an overview of the financial education landscape in the
US and to verify and contextualize data gathered in Boston.

V.

The Financial Coaching Approach to Financial Stability
While banks and other lending institutions offer financial education workshops,

and seminars are still popular format for middle-income populations looking for
accessible investment advice, financial coaching is an increasingly common form of
financial education offered to low and moderate-income populations by nonprofit
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organizations. One-on-one financial coaching is a model of just-in-time financial
education that is tailored to a client’s particular goals and experiences, which is believed
to be more effective than attempting to bolster a client’s financial literacy more generally.
Indeed, the effectiveness of group workshops on generic themes has been challenged since
financial knowledge has been shown to atrophy quickly after this form of financial
education (Lusardi and Mitchell, 2007). Financial coaching is also distinct from financial
counseling that offers specific information about, for example, a loan modification or
foreclosure proceeding. Since financial coaching offers a client an opportunity to work
toward short and long-term financial goals, and promotes financial self-sufficiency
through motivational coaching strategies, this model has been championed as a
compelling way to change financial behaviors in the longer term (Lienhardt, 2017).
The recent and widespread shift away from a group-based financial education
model towards a tailored, one-on-one relationship between financial “coaches” and their
adult clients is rapidly expanding and professionalizing the nonprofit field of financial
education (Center for Financial Security 2017). These initiatives might begin with an
introductory recruitment workshop, but these programs are typically designed to support
a client for 18 months to five years, with the frequency of contact between a client and his
or her designated coach varying from every few weeks to once or twice a year. Some
organizations have established minimum participation levels and mandatory meetings,
and others take a more relaxed approach to participation depending on expected program
outcomes and the mandates of funders. Most financial coaching programs are free for
participants; while some have income or asset limits, or serve a particular geography,
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many programs are available to anyone interested in and able to locate the services. In
terms of recruitment, a majority of coaching clients are referred to these services from
public assistance programs or other social service organizations, and at larger nonprofits,
clients are referred internally. Because clients at these referring organizations are often
women, or women with children depending on program eligibility requirements, by
proxy the majority of clients in financial literacy and capability programs are women as
well. To be clear, however, only a few of the programs I studied exclusively served
women.
While a few financial coaches in the Boston area are certified financial planners
(CFP), or currently completing coursework towards this designation, the majority of the
financial coaches do not have experience in finance, banking or economics. Many of these
financial coaches have backgrounds instead in social work, community development,
education and human services. To compliment the human services experience that
informs their work, financial coaches in the Boston area are able to take professional
development trainings offered by NeighborWorks America, the United Way and LISC.
Some coaches also take advantage of online trainings with the Center for Financial
Security at University of Wisconsin-Madison, Change Machine, Credit Builders Alliance,
Cities for Financial Empowerment Fund and Central New Mexico Community College’s
financial coaching training. Financial coaches in Boston are also invited to participate in
bi-monthly community of practice meetings where coaches at different organizations
learn from their peers. These trainings offer technical information and targeted
knowledge around circumscribed issues such as using credit as an asset, identifying
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identity theft, reading a credit report, creating a debt re-payment plan or applying for
student loan forgiveness programs, but do not prepare a financial coach to offer financial
advice or expertise.
a. Motivating and Empowering, Rather than Offering Advice or Expertise
Financial coaching draws on the principles of co-active coaching, more popularly
referred to as “life coaching” to teach financial coaches how to motivate clients to take
control of their lives, feel empowered, and move past personal barriers to achieve their
financial dreams (Miley 2013). Financial coaches are supposed to offer support, guidance
and accountability to clients. A manual commissioned by the Financial Industry
Regulatory Authority (FINRA), LISC and the United Way identified the core standards
and principles of financial coaching as follows:
To help people get the results they want, the coach acts as a sounding board, builds
confidence, explores alternatives, facilitates learning, asks questions, listens with
compassion, develops skills, inspires ownership, provides a challenge, acts as a model,
and explores potential…the coach may help the client to reframe limiting beliefs and
thoughts that may serve as obstacles to accomplishing their goals. When it comes to beliefs
and thoughts about money and finances, most people could benefit from working with
someone who can help them move beyond those barriers into a more positive and
productive approach (Gooler Loeb, 2014, p. 3).
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Figure 5: "The Financial Wheel of Life" is a derivative of "Financial
Wheel" by Tammy Gooler Loeb and Juan Bonilla. Created by the author.
The skills identified in this manual are social and emotional competencies that
reassure new financial coaches that their primary role is to motivate and encourage clients,
rather than offer specific financial advice or expertise. The idea that a client’s poor
financial decision-making or lack of motivation is the problem orients coaches work as
they “reframe limiting beliefs and thoughts that may serve as obstacles” instead of
targeting the conditions that make it difficult for clients to make ends meet. As part of
their work helping clients “move beyond those barriers”, financial coaches use reflection
exercises, such as the Financial Wheel of Life (Fig. 5), to encourage clients to assess their
overall financial picture and to “rank [their] level of satisfaction” with each section of their
financial life. The financial wheel and other reflection exercises emphasize the importance
of a client’s perceptions of his or her financial well-being. These exercises allow coaches to
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draw on their human services training to improve a client’s subjective sense of financial
well-being, rather than teaching financial concepts or promoting numeracy skills, such as
how to calculate compound interest or the annual percentage rate (APR) on a credit card.
As financial coaches seek to increase a client’s “satisfaction” with different aspects of her
or his financial life, questions about the material conditions of client’s lives are
downplayed. Indeed, based on this metric, a client earning double the median income
who was dissatisfied with her financial picture would need more support than a client
earning half of the area’s median income who was very satisfied in each aspect of her
financial life.
The idea that the financial coach does not have to be an expert in finance, or even
be a competent manager of his or her own personal finances, was raised in multiple
interviews with financial coaches and was a discourse that appeared frequently in
professional development trainings. Instead of feeling incompetent for not knowing the
answer to a client’s question, numerous financial coaches reframed their lack of financial
knowledge as an asset. Rather than being an obstacle to performing their job, financial
coaches explained that this helped them to foster a client’s sense of agency and to build
rapport in the coaching relationship. One coach explained,
If you coach someone and you say, “You know this is a process. You’re
really in the driver seat” …it shifts the power dynamic a little bit where
now the power is on the participant, right? They feel like they’re in control.
One of the first things that I do is shift the power dynamic. I usually just
say “You know, you don’t have to go to school to know what I know.” And
it’s true, you really don’t.
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Rather than assuming that the financial coach was going to offer useful advice or
expertise, coaches encourage clients to feel ownership in solving their own financial
problems. Finding ways to share ownership was cited by numerous coaches as an
important part of the process and the coaching model itself encourages this distribution
of responsibility. Another coach explained,
I want [my clients] to feel empowered and knowledgeable, or at least
empowered in their lack of knowledge to say “I can figure this out. I know
what steps I need to take, these are the resources I’m going to check into,
these are the places that I am going to call, and I am going to solve my
problem.” Self-sufficiency and financial empowerment really go hand and
hand. And when people feel empowered, they are better able to take
control of their finances.

The financial coaching model attempts to view clients as capable and cognizant
participants in the shaping of their financial destinies. In this model, clients are often
referred to as “creative, resourceful and whole.” This empowerment philosophy, taken
from co-active coaching, places responsibility on clients to display initiative to identify
and fix the financial challenges that they are experiencing. For example, a program
director explained “coaching is empowering our clients by having them self-identify
where the challenge is and guide them, or ask that question to enable them to make that
decision themselves to curb that spending habit.” While the diagnosis of “the challenge”
does not change in this model, in this case, the coaching approach is supposed to motivate
the client to identify overspending and reform his or her consumption habits. The client
is supposed to have agency to solve his or her own financial challenges, rather than having
someone else explicitly dictate the terms of reform. Through this process, a client is invited
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to accept responsibility by problem-solving within the confines of his or her current
financial situation.
This approach is seen as inverting longstanding workfare approaches to poverty
alleviation that assumed that clients are deficient or need to be fixed. Indeed, coaching is
seen as less paternalistic than workfare models of poverty governance in which case
managers would oversee and prescribe necessary steps to improve a client’s life. Yet, in
this case, the benevolent discourse of empowering clients and promoting agency is
instrumentalized to make clients accept responsibility for their financial situation, and to
adopt the goals of the program as assumed-positive ideals.
b. Achieving Financial Goals and Disciplining Spending
In numerous interviews, coaches expressed that their efforts to influence a client’s
financial habits are informed by their own insights into behavioral economics, as well the
psychology of weight loss and smoking cessation. One coach explained,
The psychological aspect behind all of that is the driving force and it was really what
drove me into this work…certain things like delayed gratification, or if you watch the
marshmallow test21, our brains are conditioned a certain way and knowing that you can
shift and alter and change, it is fascinating to me…With coaching, I think it works well
because we’re getting folks to a place where they’re self-sufficient and they’re doing

21

An experiment conducted in the 1960’s and 1970’s in which children were told that if they
waited to eat a single marshmallow, they would be rewarded with a second. The test is believed
to reveal human behavior around delayed gratification and self-control.
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things on their own…behavior turns into habit, right, and so with coaching you can see a
behavior change.
According to this coach, the novel part of financial coaching, rather than other
forms of financial education, is its emphasis on behavior change and attempting to
cultivate longer term habits. A significant part of the work of develop personal financial
habits occurs as clients set and achieve goals. By creating SMART22 goals, clients are
supposed to feel an increased degree of control over their finances. Coaching around
client-defined goals is supposed to help clients learn the habit of careful financial decisionmaking so they can become disciplined managers of their personal finances. These goals
are client-defined and individualized, rather than standardized by the program or
financial coach. These tailored goals define the trajectory of the coaching relationship and
allow coaches to shape clients’ financial practices through identifying their financial
desires and providing motivation and confidence to achieve their goals. While each
client’s goals are unique, they are often articulated around a common set of aspirations:
owning a home or car, returning to or paying for higher education, or taking a vacation.
As part of this process, coaches help clients understand how every financial decision can
move them closer to or further away from their financial goals. For example, a financial
coach explains,
I’m asking “do I really need this $6 latte from Starbucks that is going to
take me $6 further away from this goal that I have right in front of me?” So
we try really early on to dedicate a lot of time to financial goal setting and
making that tangible for people because changing is so hard…it doesn’t

A commonly used acronym for Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and Time-bound
goals.
22
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matter what goal the client picks, it’s the fact of having a financial goal and
being able to reach that financial goal that is going to spur them to learn
that behavior…
Spending habits become consequential as coaches encourage clients to weigh every
decision in terms of their financial goals; in this example, a client is supposed to evaluate
whether a cup of coffee would enable or limit her financial future. Through this process,
the habit of being goal-oriented is being instilled. Coaches record their clients’ strategic
and measurable progress towards these goals in a standardized reporting system. When
clients achieve their financial goals, they are assumed to be increasingly financially stable.
No matter how modest the goals may be, the achievement of a financial goal is taken as
an indication that the program is effective at teaching clients to be goal-oriented.
The process of using financial goals to discipline spending is complimented by the
practice of budgeting, which begins with an assessment of a client’s income and expenses.
In typical programs, clients complete a cash flow sheet to detail how their money is being
spent. A financial coach explained:
I will tell you that 90% of the people who make their budget in class have
a surplus in their budget…90% of the people who do the tracking have a
deficit. Ok, so there is this disconnect between where we think our money
is going and where our money is actually going. … [Clients] look at their
two budgets side by side and they go like, “Oh my god, I can’t believe that
I spent $300 on Starbucks in the last month… if I just put that $75 to my
savings, then I’ll have X amount of money by the end of the year.

Financial coaching focuses on cash flow and budget rectification in order to
encourage clients to closely monitor their spending habits. Once this exercise is complete,
coaches encourage clients to trim discretionary spending from their cash flow and turn
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that spending into routine saving. While the suggestion to save money for emergencies is
a strategy widely promoted to help households overcome temporary unexpected financial
challenges (Collins and Gjertson, 2013), in most cases the adult clients participating in
financial coaching have fixed, limited or unpredictable incomes, which makes it difficult
for them to set money aside in a savings account. In my observations, this exercise became
a kind of guilty and confessional moment for clients who, often without explicit
prompting, would attempt to explain why their spending on clothing or personal care
items, including diapers for young children, made it impossible for them to save. A
financial coach explained how such narrow margins between income and expenses made
her job as a coach difficult:
This woman that I am working with now, she put [her budget] on paper
and it was negative at the end, and my heart broke. And I said, “you know,
really it should be zero.” I looked at it and there wasn’t a whole lot of fat,
she wasn’t like treating herself to things, so, you know sometimes it’s
things like just getting them to examine their spending. I said, “Ok so, if I
look at this and I see that you’re not spending crazy, there is not a lot going
on here, so what I want you to do is just keep a log, to really make sure that
you’ve captured everything here because probably what we’ll find is that
the reason you’re in the negative at the end is that there are all these other
things that are coming up, and then maybe we can look at that.” She’s got
a lot of coaching to go (laughs).

The financial coach’s expression that her “heart broke” when the total column did
not equal zero indicates an inability to understand a negative balance sheet as anything
other than a client’s failure to track and rectify her budget. This narrative is indicative of
the longstanding ideology that attributes poverty to individual failures of irresponsibility,
reckless spending, ill character or a lack of will (Katz, 1989; O’Connor, 2002). Since this
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coach cannot find areas of the client’s budget that can be reduced, she instead suggests
that her client should become more fastidious and carefully attend to her cash flow. The
financial coaching approach then suggests that obsessive control over one’s cash flow will
at least cultivate the habit of close accounting (Joseph, 2014), even if the client will
inevitably and continually come up short.
Of course, clients who are able to set aside even a small amount of money will earn
negligible interest on their savings account, and sometimes also have to pay fees if they
do not maintain a minimum balance23. Yet, persuading clients to save money is a common
occurrence, especially since a personal emergency fund can prevent clients from needing
to use high interest short-term credit, or seeking emergency assistance from the state. In
contrast to the injunction to save, LMI clients must consider that public assistance
programs often limit the amount of savings and other assets that can accrue before their
benefits are terminated. As a result of the asset limits placed on recipients, LMI clients are
rightfully wary of saving money beyond a certain threshold because it could jeopardize
their housing, food or fuel assistance24. In interviews, financial coaches routinely
suggested that the ‘cliff effect’—as the phenomenon of losing assistance by increasing
income or assets is known—is a barrier to the upward mobility and financial stability of
their clients (Albelda and Carr, 2017).

23

At the time of writing, a bank that provides funding for financial literacy and capability work in the
Boston area offers an entry-level savings account where customers earn .01% APR and can have the
US$4.99 monthly maintenance fee waived if they maintain a $200 minimum balance.
24 The 2017 study conducted by Albelda and Carr indicates that a family is unable to reach the
same level of net resources achieved at $14/ hour until earning about $22/hour because they are
no longer eligible for certain benefits as their income increases.
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c. Expanding the Use of Credit and Improving Credit Scores
Another significant part of the financial coaching process is focused on credit.
Clients are also given their FICO (Fair Isaac and Company) credit score, a number
between 300 and 850 that, based on one’s credit history25, is supposed to indicate creditworthiness or the level of risk each borrower poses for lenders. For more than a decade a
person’s credit history has been used as a proxy for trustworthiness on rental housing
applications, and in recent years, they have been used instead of driving records to
determine car insurance premiums26 (Federal Trade Commission, 2007) and to screen job
applicants (Traub, 2013). As part of financial coaching, clients review their credit report,
which enumerates credit usage over a seven-year period, and are encouraged to check
their credit reports for errors that might indicate identity theft or other fraudulent activity.
A low FICO score can become an impediment in multiple areas of one’s life. For example,
a financial coach explains:
I've had a number of people who say, "I need to get my credit score up
because I need to get housing and I can't get housing with my credit score."
It's keeping them either homeless or couch surfing. Another gentleman
was thinking he might have to move out of state or move home with family
because even though he was working and worked his way up to a nice job,
his mother had fallen ill and he'd helped with some of her medical debt
and really depleted his own funds. Now, he got himself into debt. His
apartment was being sold and he needed to get out and he didn't have a
good enough credit score that was palatable to landlords.

Credit histories exclude income, child support, alimony, and utilities payments. On-time
mortgage payments improve credit scores, while on-time rent payments are not reported.
26 Massachusetts banned the use of credit-based auto insurance scoring in 2011 and since 2015,
has attempted to limit an employer’s ability to check a potential employee’s credit report through
An Act to Regulate the Use of Credit Reports by Employers S985, H3153
25
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Strategically improving a client’s credit score is one way that these programs hope to
disrupt the multiplier effects of a low credit score and improve a person’s overall financial
security. In trainings focused on credit building, coaches learn to explain the FICO score
range, what factors go into its calculation, and what the credit score indicates about a
client’s ability to borrow based on where they are on the FICO spectrum. As part of this,
coaches are taught specific steps that clients can take to improve their credit score (Fig. 6).
These steps are based on the five factors that are considered in calculating the FICO score
(Understanding FICO Scores, p. 14). For example, by suggesting actions such as paying
on time (Payment History), minimizing overall credit utilization (Amount of Debt) and
limiting credit inquiries (New Credit), coaches help clients to strategically improve their
credit score. Organizations that offer financial coaching often use positive changes in
credit score to indicate program success to funders.

Figure 6: FICO Credit Score is a derivative of "How my FICO scores are
calculated” Created by the author.
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Many of the financial coaches I interviewed feel that helping clients understand
their credit score and how to improve it is extremely important. A financial coach
explained,
…everyone should know what goes into making their credit score. What
percentage of the population actually knows? Why is that a secret? Most
people just think, “if I never go over my limit and I pay off my card on
time, I’m good.” Wrong, and it’s like WRONG…. From just a social
responsibility standpoint, that should be something that credit card
companies have to explain to people…And it sometimes feels like they are
intentionally trying to hide the ball, right, cause then they’re getting their
interest off the money that is being rolled over and that is how they make
these huge profit margins, so it’s frustrating for me…

The financial coach expresses anger that the credit card industry profits by making it
difficult for consumers to understand the terms of their products. By helping her clients
to understand one part of the credit industry—credit scoring—this coach feels that she is
protecting her clients. As they let their clients in on the secrets of credit scoring, coaches
see themselves as addressing information asymmetries and offering knowledge that is not
widely available.
The targeted improvement of a credit score from a subprime score to a rating of
“good” or “excellent” is supposed to make it possible for clients to receive more favorable
lending terms on mainstream financial products so they do not need to rely on alternative
financial services, such as check cashing, payday lending or rent-to-own shops. Improving
one’s credit score is also seen as an integral step to building assets, such as a home, car or
education. Asset building via the strategic improvement of a client’s credit score is the
longer-term wealth-building strategy that informs these relatively short-term programs.
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In coaching sessions, a good credit score becomes both the means by which people gain
assets, and an end in and of itself.
While building credit has the potential to reconfigure risk-based pricing that has
long disadvantaged LMI borrowers, this approach also presupposes the use of credit, and
in some cases, deepens a person’s credit usage as part of the credit building process. If a
client has no credit history and therefore no credit score, a financial coach would engage
the client to determine if a credit-building product, such as a secured credit card or
secured loan27, might make sense. Some of these programs offer matched savings
products, modeled on Individual Development Accounts (IDAs), in which clients save
$25 a month for a year. If the client completes the year of saving, the client’s savings are
matched dollar for dollar by the organization and its contributors. There are some
minimal fees associated with administering this account that the client pays in addition to
their contribution28. This product, known as the LISC Twin Account, incentivizes the habit
of savings, as is traditional practice with an IDA, but it also reports the client’s monthly
contributions to the credit bureaus as if they were on-time payments to a credit account,
making this a credit building product as well. Only clients who participate in financial
coaching at one of the sites that partner with LISC are eligible to participate in the matched
savings program. For LMI clients, this matched savings means a significant increase in

Known as credit-builder products, clients deposit a fixed amount and after faithful use, the
client has the benefit of the activity being reported to a credit bureau for the purpose of
establishing a credit history.
28 Clients pay $26.24 total per month, or $14.88 in fees over the life of the product.
27
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their cash flow at the end of a year, and almost certainly results in an increase in their
credit score.
For clients at programs without the matched savings credit builder product,
financial coaches commonly recommend acquiring a secured credit card or loan from a
local bank. Secured credit cards or credit-builder loans take a client’s money as collateral
to secure the loan, and have fees associated with them. After a period of responsible use,
clients will qualify for unsecured credit offerings, such as a traditional credit card.
Another reason for coaching clients to acquire a credit card is because it can function as a
30-day interest-free loan to cover emergencies if saving is indeed impossible. While only
a few programs advocated this framing of credit use, the logic here is that the interest on
alternative financial services is untenable, so credit card interest is actually a reasonable
alternative. In this example, coaching programs are supporting clients in finding ways to
strategically use credit to compensate for waning social support and stagnating wages.
Here financial inclusion and financial security become simultaneous goals under the
watchful eye of a financial coach who ensures the prudent and responsible use of financial
products for the purpose of building credit.

VI.

Reframing and Rescaling Poverty Through Financial Coaching
The new model of financial coaching, now prevalent in most major US cities, invites

low and moderate-income adult clients to become self-sufficient by setting financial goals,
saving money and building credit. In this model, coaches shape the financial practices of
their LMI clients by encouraging fastidious attention to one’s personal finances. Clients
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are invited to secure their future through disciplined spending, a habit of saving and
judicious credit use. They are also encouraged to endlessly reflect on their own financial
behaviors in goal setting exercises, including confessing their erroneous or seemingly
illogical spending to their financial coach. The techniques of financial coaching establish
the norms and conditions of financial participation not as laws, but as a project whereby
an individual is invited to secure his or her financial stability through cultivating financial
aspirations.
Because of its individualized and client-centered approach, financial coaching has
been presented as a reversal of prescriptive and punitive poverty alleviation programs.
Yet, as financial coaching uses subjective exercises and an empowerment philosophy to
reframe financial well-being, it locates the barriers to financial stability within the
individual. Through the seemingly positive discourse of empowerment (Roy, 2010;
Rankin, 2013) and self-sufficiency, LMI clients are called to manage their own poverty as
they reform their financial behaviors and build credit. As the idea of the financially literate
and capable consumer is mobilized, financial coaching reifies scripts about individual
responsibility and ascribes poverty to a client’s lack of discipline and imprudent decisionmaking. Financial coaching therefore rescales responsibility from the state and the
financial services industry onto LMI clients as it compartmentalizes poverty into
something to be targeted with coaching exercises and rules of thumb. As a result, financial
coaching obscures more significant questions about why the cost of a client’s basic needs
exceeds his or her income.
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The philosophy of coaching and the psychology of behavior that underpin these
programs assumes that changing individual behaviors will help people to make better life
choices, which in turn, will improve their financial well-being. Yet, evidence from a study
examining racial differences in household spending suggests that reducing spending, a
common strategy suggested in coaching sessions, will not close the racial wealth gap
between black and white households (Charron-Chénier et al., 2017). As these this report
shows, individual behavior—the very thing that financial coaching programs are
targeting—is not the driving force behind income or wealth disparities. Indeed, attempts
to change individual behaviors and promote ‘personal responsibility’ cannot erase over a
century of racialized wealth accumulation in the US (Muñoz et al., 2015; Leyba, 2017,
Traub et al 2017). By making a client responsible for his or her own financial destiny, this
approach makes it appear as if the solution to poverty is discipline, agency and access to
credit, rather than a living wage, adequate social support or reparations to address
centuries of racialized wealth dispossession. Indeed, while the financial services sector
has escaped the profound regulation necessary to make meaningful change, in the
regulation of the financial subject or indebted man, we can see the individuating forces
that make consumers of credit appear as separate from the forces that make them take on
credit in the first place.
Finally, as financial coaches encourage clients to monitor and strategically
improve their credit score, and use credit to make due in the absence of state support,
these programs understand poverty not as an ethical or political problem resulting from
inequality, but rather “as a purely technical issue to be resolved by fitting individuals to
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the market” (Marron, 2013, p. 792). As nonprofit organizations are enrolled as
intermediaries to mitigate the personal financial challenges of LMI residents, financial
coaches become benevolent disseminators of the logics of credit scoring. Through this
process, financial coaches have become integral to the social relations of debt, especially
as these programs are called to reform borrower behavior so LMI clients are ‘de-risked’
and ready to consume mainstream financial productions.

VII.

Conclusion
This examination of the discourses and everyday practices of financial coaching

programs in Boston, MA shows how nonprofit financial literacy and capability initiatives
are meaningful sites where financial participation is actively shaped, especially for LMI
populations. Through focusing on how financial coaches understand their everyday work
with their clients, this research has documented the recent transformative “coaching turn”
in financial education. Paying close attention to how the now prevalent coaching model
inculcates values related to financial participation reveals how these programs attempt to
empower individuals and make them responsible for their own financial condition, a
great fiction of the contemporary economy.
This chapter also shows how financial coaching programs are reforming the
financial practices of populations at the margins of the mainstream financial economy. By
tracing efforts to shape the financial practices of LMI clients, this research indicates that
LMI clients are asked to manage poverty by becoming responsible consumers of credit.
This suggests that the active growth of the financial sector is contingent upon making
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previously unfit market actors into responsible debtors in the pedagogical spaces of
financial inclusion. Examining the evolving everyday geographies of financial inclusion
and exclusion in the spaces of financial coaching militates against any easy assumptions
about the normative ‘good’ of financial inclusion. This finding indicates the need for more
research into how nonprofit organizations are normalizing debt and deepening the
indebtedness of vulnerable populations, all in the name of promoting household and
municipal financial stability.
More broadly, examining financial coaching in Boston shows how even promising
social programs appear to only incrementally address, but not resolve, complex and
persistent social problems. Through an in-depth focus on how financial coaches
understand their work with LMI clients, it becomes clear that the model of financial
coaching intervenes in and reframes poverty as a question of individual financial
instability and financial exclusion, rather than identifying the structural effects of, for
example, stagnating wages or the rising cost of housing. Through this process, financial
coaching individualizes experiences of hardship and obscures the context and conditions
of poverty that could lead to more collectivized forms of struggle. As such, financial
coaching displaces questions about the histories and policies that create poverty and
concretize inequality while allowing access to credit to appear to be a viable solution to
financial insecurity.

Copyright Ó Jessa M Loomis
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CHAPTER FOUR
HOLDING HOPE: ASPIRATIONAL ECONOMIC SUBJECTS AND
THE GEOGRAPHIES AND TEMPORALITIES OF HARDSHIP

I.

Introduction
In this chapter, I consider the complexities of how hope is mobilized in

contemporary practices of financial coaching. I argue that hope, while certainly signaling
possibility, can also act as a form of enclosure, fixing the subject of economic hardship in
an always unrealized relationship with a promise of a better future. Financial coaching is
a new model of one-on-one financial education; a mundane space where hope is invoked
as a strategy to manage the hardships of low and moderate-income adult clients. During
observations of coaching sessions and trainings, and during interviews with financial
coaches, it was frequently explained that a financial coach’s role is to “hold the hope” for
clients who are unable to believe in, and therefore unable to plan, a stable financial future.
This phrase is often employed by financial coaches working with clients experiencing
acute despair, who seemed to be unmotivated, or unable to get past their immediate
hardships to imagine a better, or at least different, future. For clarity, my aim is not to
evaluate whether ‘hope’ is produced through these relationships and moments, nor if
clients experience an increased sense of hopefulness through this coaching process.
Rather, I trace how hope is employed by financial coaches in order to examine how hope
manifests in these spaces as a motivational strategy to govern poverty, and how hope is
leveraged as a temporal strategy to manage experiences of hardship. Thus, my question
is not: how does financial coaching give clients hope? But rather: why do financial coaches
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invoke hope in their coaching practice, and what does it signal about how poverty is
governed and how subjects are taught to endure in contemporary capitalism?
Geographers have not shied away from the concept of hope. In the mid-2000s, in
the context of rising militarism and conservatism, a series of articles grappled with
hopeful geographies and the role of hope for academic practice (Blomley 2007; Braun 2005;
Harvey 2000; Lawson 2007; Sparke 2007). In recent years too, scholarship on the topic has
proliferated (Anderson 2017; McGeachan 2017; Tängh Wrangel 2017). As part of efforts to
map alternative ways forward in a time when that has often felt impossible, critical and
radical geographers, along with social scientists in cognate disciplines, have sought
counter-narratives to dominant framings of social, political or economic life. GibsonGraham (2006), for example, name ‘hope’ as essential to envisioning alternative economic
practices and unsettling narratives about the inevitability of capitalism, writing:
“Cultivating ourselves as thinkers of political and economic possibility has involved
finding a stance that orients us, in a spirit of hopefulness, toward connections and
openings” (1). Seeking to document examples of resistance and liberation that signal
hopeful futures, scholars have examined the Zapatistas, fair trade and local economy
networks, land trusts, the Arab Spring, and housing and climate justice movements
(Cretney 2017; Griffiths 2017; Head 2016).
While tracing hopeful examples has been crucial to exploring potentiality and
enlivening the transformative politics that is central to becoming otherwise (Foucault 1983;
Povinelli 2012; Solnit 2016), hope is not necessarily inherently positive. McManus, for
example, argues that it is “politically important to unpack the potentially complicitous
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capacities of affirmative affects, such as hope” (2011). Identifying the political and
economic uses of hope in his response to Lawson’s (2005) presidential address on the
subject, Sparke (2007) makes a distinction between “false hope” which, he warns, is of
“dreadful and deadly consequence” (338) and instead advocates for “sensible hope”
staged around “struggles for repossession” (339). In lines with these concerns, Tängh
Wrangel (2017b) theorizes hope as a biopolitical technology that is central to governing
the subject of global development efforts. Drawing on Agamben (1998), he provocatively
tethers the idea of a hopeful life to bare life. Through this joint conceptualization of hope
and ‘bareness’, Tängh Wrangel suggests that this configuration of hope is “stripped of its
revolutionary force, articulated without reference to another world, or to another future”
(2017b, 878).
Through a close read of how coaching relationships invoke and make hope
operational, I analyze the relationship between financial coaches and their clients in order
to examine how the use of hope in this relationship may signal a novel element in
contemporary forms of poverty governance (Soss et al. 2011). Specifically, I examine how
financial coaches use future-oriented aspirational thinking to help clients displace the
struggles of the now in favor of imagining the pleasures of tomorrow. In looking closely at how
coaches understand the function of hope in their relationships with clients, and by
exploring the specific conditions of hope’s utterance and its working, I show how ‘hope’
is key to how contemporary anti-poverty programming, of which financial coaching is
indicative, depoliticizes experiences of hardship.
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Accordingly, I examine how hope functions in financial coaching as an everyday
practice of poverty governance, and ultimately I offer an argument against hope, or at least
a hope that is premised on existing within, rather than struggling against the systemic
drivers of poverty that produce hardship. In my analysis, I do not negate the importance
of hopeful thinking. There are many reasons why people would find solace in
transcending the immediate, and there are many instances when hope is essential to
envisioning realities that are not yet possible. Yet, when hope is demanded, or when hope
is assumed absent, closer attention to hope’s mode of operation—including where, how
and when it is called forth—is warranted. Following Kleist and Jansen’s (2016) call for “a
revalorization of hope as an ethnographic category in critical analysis rather than a
normative banner in manifestos of optimism” (374), I seek to clarify the function of hope
as a strategy to cope in a social and economic system that is increasingly unequal and
violent. In so doing, this inquiry takes up Ben Anderson’s (2006b) observation that: “Hope
is easily identified and its quantitative presence or absence highlighted, but the takingplace of hope, its mode of operation, remains an aporia” (733). Through close attention to
hope’s specific formations and rationalities in financial coaching practice, this chapter
offers financial coaching as one example in the archive of hope’s operation.
This chapter proceeds as follows. First, I describe my research methods and the
research context, and provide an overview of financial coaching. I then draw on financial
coaches’ perceptions of their own coaching practice to show how, following social
programs and policies more generally, how financial coaching is an aspirational project
that encourages low and moderate-income clients to believe in and aspire to a normative
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economic future. I explore how financial coaches conceptualize their work with clients
and explore questions about how hope individualizes hardship and depoliticizes the
causes and consequences of poverty as it motivates clients to dream of a different future.
Next, I examine the temporalities of hardship in order to unpack the injunction to invest
emotionally and materially in a better future. As part of this, I illustrate how financial
coaching works through and relies on time as a strategy to encourage LMI clients to
survive within rather than struggle against contemporary economic conditions. This second
part of the chapter brings feminist and queer theory to bear on the relationship between a
coach and her client. By exploring how hope manifests in the relationship between
financial coaches and their clients, this research reveals broader implications for the
everyday governance of poverty, including, importantly, its maintenance. In so doing, the
findings from this research show how inequality is upheld and poverty normalized, even
as the opposite is promised. In the conclusion, I call for greater attention to the everyday
geographies of hope, and the ways that aspiration and other affective desires shape
political and economic imaginaries and inform a broader politics that this mode of
governing poverty suggests.

II.

Methods and the Research Context
This chapter is informed by over 14 months of in-depth qualitative research in

financial coaching settings in the greater metropolitan area of Boston, Massachusetts.
While Massachusetts is a national leader in consumer financial protection, including laws
that have made it difficult for alternative financial services providers (e.g., pay day
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lenders) to operate within the state, it still struggles with social and economic challenges,
including the 6th highest student debt burdens in the US (Cheng et al., 2017, p.5), rising
costs of housing (LeBlanc, 2017) and a minimum wage that, like other major US cities’, is
far from a living wage (Johnson, 2014). As part of my investigation of financial coaching
in the Boston area, I conducted over 180 hours of participant observation at bank and
nonprofit-led

workshops,

one-on-one

financial

coaching

sessions,

stakeholder

roundtables and policy discussions, community of practice meetings and professional
development trainings. In order to document the relationship between financial coaches
and their clients, I took extensive field notes during observations in all settings, and
collected materials during trainings, workshops and other events including guides to train
coaches, worksheets to use with clients. Field notes were combined with observations and
training descriptions to create narrative extended field notes (Watson and Till, 2010) and
a thick description of the practices, behaviors and dynamics of each setting (Geertz, 1973).
These data provide a grounded empirical understanding of how financial coaching
programs are implemented (Cook, 2005), including the dispositions and behaviors
promoted or discouraged at the sites, and the relationships between organizations and
their clients. I also conducted 45 semi-structured interviews with financial education
practitioners (coaches, workshop facilitators, program directors and coaching trainers),
clients, funders and policy makers, which produced data on the shaping of financial
coaching as a particular form of financial education. I transcribed these semi-structured
interviews and used qualitative data analysis software NVivo 11 to code transcripts based
on themes relevant to this research. This original research was supplemented with
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analysis of secondary data including national and local news, policy briefs, white papers,
economic indicators, research reports and financial education curriculums to provide an
overview of the financial education landscape in the United States and to verify and
contextualize data gathered in the Boston area.
The empirical material used to explore the workings of hope in this chapter are
drawn from 14 months of in-depth qualitative fieldwork with financial literacy and
capability programs operating in the Boston area. I present excerpts from interviews with
financial coaching practitioners including coaches, program directors and coaching
trainers who discussed ‘holding hope”. Interviews with financial coaching clients are not
presented here because my focus in this chapter is on how hope is employed as a strategy
that is part of the coaching process; I inquire into hope’s purpose and intended effect as
part of an effort to deconstruct this specific part of financial coaching. Based on
observations and interviews at 18 organizations in the greater Boston area, and
professional development trainings for financial coaches, the group of financial coaches
in Boston is racially, ethnically, and linguistically diverse, though more women seem to
be involved in this work than men. While the coaches who agreed to be interviewed
represent a diverse sample of the people engaged in this work (n=23; 16 women, 7 men),
the practitioners who discussed “holding hope” in interviews were all white-presenting
women29.

29

I did not collect coaches’ demographic information, hence the use of white-presenting here.
While questions of whether the use of hope is racialized or gendered are certainly relevant to
understanding hope’s mode of operation, the data collected are insufficient to address this
question, or to theorize its likely significance.
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III.

Background of Financial Coaching Model
Financial literacy and capability programs started in response to concerns

following the financial crisis about the effect of individual financial illiteracy on the
economy. Since that time, these programs have grown exponentially. Financial coaching
programs in the Boston area typically work with a client for 18 months to 5 years, and
coaches see clients as frequently as every few weeks or as little as once or twice a year.
Some organizations have minimum participation requirements and mandatory meetings,
and others take a more relaxed approach to participation depending on their expected
program outcomes and funding mandates. Most financial coaching programs are free for
participants; while some programs have income or asset limits, or serve a particular
geography, many programs are available to anyone interested in and able to locate these
services. Most but not all of the initiatives that I studied were situated within nonprofit
organizations offering a range of services to low and moderate-income populations
including English classes, high school equivalency programs, help for new immigrants
and refugees, food or housing assistance or job training. Social service agencies that
provide mental health and workforce development programming increasingly recognize
that their clients’ experiences of generalized insecurity cannot be addressed with discrete
solutions, so these agencies have begun to incorporate financial education, including
financial coaching, as part of more holistic approaches to stabilizing their clients’ lives
(Despard and Chowa 2010; Morris and Goodman 2015). Programs like the ones found in
Boston have appeared in major cities across the United States and are funded and
supported by national nonprofit organizations, as well as by city, state and federal
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agencies.
Financial coaching is a model of financial education that combines theories of coactive coaching (i.e. life coaching) (Grant 2003) and behavioral economics (Thaler and
Sunstein 2008; Wendel 2013) to ‘empower’ clients to manage their finances. Through a
one-on-one relationship with a financial coach, this model of financial education offers
low and moderate-income clients individualized attention to address their personal
financial challenges. Financial coaching is supposed to help clients form desirable
spending and savings habits, and to feel an increased degree of control over their finances
by setting and achieving financial goals. The aim of coaching is to motivate clients to make
progress on their financial goals and aspirationally improve their financial stability over
an extended period of time. Finlayson (2009) notes that “‘aspirations’ have become a direct
object of government policy. The attainment of social justice involves raising them,
directing them in particular ways and minimizing barriers to their fulfilment” (406).
Unlike traditional financial education workshops or seminars where a facilitator
would implement a generic personal finance curriculum, financial coaching is an ongoing
and sustained relationship between a financial coach and his or her client that focuses on
setting and achieving the client’s personal financial goals. During a typical 30- to 90minute coaching session, a financial coach will discuss financial challenges, check in on
progress made towards financial goals, address questions, check a client’s credit report
and complete paperwork, such as applications for workforce development programs or
student loan modification requests. A focus on the spaces of financial coaching allows for
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a close read of the workings of hope as financial coaches support their clients to identify
and work towards achieving financial goals.
The relationship between a financial coach and his or her clients, who are primarily
low or moderate-income women, is a motivational relationship in which clients are meant
to gain a greater sense of control and efficacy over their personal finances. In these
sessions, clients are sometimes brought to vulnerable and emotional places as they reveal
aspects of their economic lives that they rarely discuss; clients sometimes express guilt
and shame about their debts and financial mistakes and frequently divulge information
about emergencies and acute stresses that permeate their everyday lives. It is during these
discussions that hope and hopelessness are often invoked. In the next section, I explore
how financial coaches understand their role as “holding hope” for their clients.

a. Holding Hope: The Relationship Between a Financial Coach and Client
The majority of financial coaches in Boston do not have backgrounds in finance,
business or economics, but rather are trained in social work or have experience in
community development or human services. This lack of professional financial expertise
means that financial coaches primarily offer coaching to motivate and empower clients as
a strategy of promoting financial stability. The idea of holding hope has appeared in other
social services settings, such as the fields of mental health and addiction recovery, where
‘helping’ professionals attempt to inspire clients and bring positivity to their lives (Flaskas
2007; Koehn et al. 2012; Weingarten 2010). Hope also frequently appears in in self-help
literature, and can bring with it religious or spiritual connotations (Freeman 2012; James
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2015). In the context of financial coaching, “holding the hope” has become a motivational
coaching technique that is used when clients express an inability to believe that they can
change their financial situation.
Instilling hope is central to the financial coaching model and also plays a
foundational role in structuring the relationship between financial coach and client. For
Pam, who trains financial coaches, hope is a motivational strategy that is an important
part of the financial coaching process:
A lot of the clients who come to us feel stuck in some way, right? And
usually they're stuck in a way that doesn't feel good, and part of that
includes hopelessness. And they really can't see their way out of it, they
really can't. And the coach can recognize that there's just something;
they're going to feel stuck right now. So you accept that and you say:
“Could I hold some of that hope for you?” and the minute you do that, it
opens them up. So it's a bit of a technique, it's genuine though…to hold
that hope for them as a whole human being when they're not feeling
whole themselves. It's not about doing for them--there's a difference. It's
about holding them higher than they can hold themselves at that
moment.
The technique of “holding hope” operates around an implicit idea that a despairing client
needs an external force—the financial coach—to help him or her imagine a different,
perhaps more financially stable, future. In this example, the coach identifies a client’s
inability to think beyond his or her present situation as a barrier to making progress.
Pam suggests that coaches should address clients’ depleted sense of self-worth by
not ‘doing for’ them, but rather “holding them higher than they can hold themselves.”
Her perception is that a coach’s role is to help a client believe in his or her inherent selfworth and recover hope, rather than do the work of financial stability for the client, such
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as completing applications, calling creditors or gathering information about housing or
employment programs. This distinction—emotional support instead of ‘doing for’—
brings the model of poverty governance operating here, which draws heavily from the
principles of life coaching, into sharp relief. While this distinction might appear on its face
to be different from overtly disciplinary anti-poverty approaches, the use of hope to
motivate and empower suggests that poverty is not being alleviated, but rather,
experiences and perceptions of hardship are being managed (Cookson 2016; Cruikshank
1999; Roy 2010).
Carol, a financial coach, expressed how meaningful it was for both her client and
herself, when she offered to “hold hope” for her client:
At one point [the client] said, "I just feel like it's so hopeless." I said to her,
I said, "I see that that's a really hard thing for you. If it's okay with you,
I'm going to hold that hope for you until you're able to hold it for
yourself. Would that be okay?" Just this smile through her tears and the
relief on her was so powerful and so amazing. It was really an incredible
moment for both of us I think in that dynamic.
These moments marshal a particular figure: that of the caring nonprofit
professional, who offers to “hold the hope” for their clients. When this client verbalizes
his or her experiences of hopelessness, Carol responds with a gesture of temporary
support: to “hold that hope for you.” When a coach suggests that he or she is “holding the
hope” for a client, this phrase is being employed as a strategy intended to provide some
relief; to make their clients feel their burden is being shared. The coach offers to ‘hold
hope’ for a client as if one person’s hope can be physically possessed and tended to by
another. In this spatial metaphor where the coach offers to care for the hope that the client
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is perceived to not be able to bear the weight of—but is thought to need, nonetheless—the
client is supposed to feel buoyed by the idea that even though she does not personally feel
hopeful, her coach is holding hope for her. This audible gesture is being used to build
rapport between financial coaches and their clients and to convey to clients that someone
cares about their hardship. While Carol’s words can be seen as useful, both for
relationship-building with the client as well as for the client’s sense of self-efficacy, at the
same time her words are fairly empty— “holding hope” is a metaphorical and
performative utterance (Sedgwick 2002) that does not require financial coaches to do more
than pronounce their hopefulness; saying the word ‘hope’ is an act employed by the coach
to modulate her client’s despair, rather than to enact a hopeful politics of solidarity.
Financial coaching cultivates a client’s perceived sense of hope, what Anderson
(2006) writes about as hope in the affective sense, in order to motivate clients to engage in
the coaching process. Hope operates through the coaching relationship as a financial
coach offers to share the affective dimensions of hardship, rather than addressing the
economic factors that undergird a client’s hopelessness. In coaching sessions, structural
conditions are never spoken of, except when intelligible in their effects, such as
hopelessness, or recognizable as something, such as despair. In this formulation, lack of
hope becomes the problem to solve. That is, rather than address the macroeconomic
realities that lead to the client’s distress and experiences of hardship (Cooper 2014;
Morduch and Schneider 2017; Shapiro 2017), the financial coaching model instead
cultivates a client’s ability to cope with present hardship and strive for a better future. In
addressing present despair, financial coaches address the manifestations of hardship, and
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as is typical of contemporary nonprofit practice, set their mission as supporting clients to
survive within these struggles. Indeed, governing poverty through hope rather than
addressing the structural drivers of poverty allows Carol and other financial coaches to
intervene with the tools available to them as human services providers; coaches can offer
empathy, motivation and caring, but material resources (e.g.: a living wage with benefits)
are not normally available. As a result, financial coaching attempts to treat the symptoms
of austerity and precarity by targeting the visible manifestations of hardship rather than
addressing the conditions that produce despair.
Financial coaching programs also use hope to encourage their clients to make
measurable progress on program indicators, such as establishing or improving their credit
score, decreasing debt or saving for the future. Achieving these desirable outcomes is
understandably difficult for a despairing client, and as a result, coaches encourage clients
to move past their feelings of hopelessness so that they are ready to make progress on
evaluation measures established by funders and program leadership. As Kathy, a
program director and financial coach explains
Hope is really the currency of our world. When people give up on life or
give up on trying, what it means is that they’ve become hopeless. They
don’t believe that any positive action that they take, or any steps that they
are going to try to make to improve things are going to result in them
having a better life.
The client who thrives within this coaching relationship is someone who believes that it is
possible to overcome present hardship through determination and a desire for something
better. The subject of development is supposed to be an agentic subject who aspires to a
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better tomorrow in order to cope with poverty today. Because this responsible, striving
subject embodies hope, he or she is seen as a good investment, able to manage risk and
become empowered through poverty finance (Best 2013; Roy 2010; Maclean 2013; Rankin
2013). When a client does not believe that his behavior will lead to positive change, it is
impossible for a financial coach to do her job. A hopeful client is therefore an ideal client
because in order to make progress on agreed-upon indicators of financial security, a client
must first acquire the capacity to aspire (Appadurai 2004). Without this capacity, the coach
has limited avenues to help the client work towards financial security, and thus, limited
opportunities to show measurable progress on program outcomes.
In these examples, hope’s mode of operation is as a therapeutic and motivational
technology; the clients’ renewed sense of hope enables coaches to work with their clients
to change their behavior and to improve aspects of their personal finances that are tracked
and reported to demonstrate program efficacy. Here an agentic financial subject is
supposed to desire a different future and believe that he or she has the power to become
financially secure. Cultivating a hopeful and striving financial subject is an example of the
pedagogical modes of governing through behavior change (Pykett 2012) that are at work
in the financial coaching context. For Anderson (2006), hopefulness “…exemplifies a
disposition that provides a dynamic imperative to action in that it enables bodies to go on”
(744, emphasis in original). The invocation of hope, its utterance in particular spaces of
financial coaching, is a motivational technique to encourage clients to believe in a better
financial future.
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Pam, Carol and Kathy’s understandings of their work and their dynamic with their
clients illustrate how a seemingly benign and supportive gesture— “to hold hope” or to
encourage hopefulness—is symptomatic of a larger relation that may work to maintain
poverty. In the context of economic aspirations and rhetoric of social mobility, to hope is
to aspire, to believe that the life that is not yet yours could be someday. The American
Dream holds within it a promise that something will be better than it currently is and
previously was. Hage (2003), writing about collective rather than individual hope,
describes societal hope as “the ability to maintain an experience of the possibility of upward
mobility (13, emphasis original). For Berlant, hope is the mechanism that allows people to
enter a relation of attachment to that which is impossible to obtain. Berlant has termed
this relation “cruel optimism” (2011). While ‘holding hope’ may foster meaningful
connections between clients in despair and their nonprofit professional champions
(Lawson and Elwood 2014), by analyzing encounters where hope is operationalized
(Wilson 2017, 457), we can see how the relationship between a despairing client and a
motivational financial coach is central to governing poverty; through close attention to the
micro-practices of poverty professionals doing their necessary work, the caring and cruel
realities of poverty governance are revealed (Kohl-Arenas 2017).
In the relational production of hope, financial coaching secures the existence of the
nonprofit sector more broadly, as it relegates financial coaching clients to subsist on the
margins as they strive to produce measurable results that coaches can report to satisfy
program directors and funders. It is here, in the relationship between the coach and the
client, that hope depoliticizes clients’ economic struggles and reframes them as produced
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by and creating hopelessness. Coach and client are thus inextricably bound—not through
the promise of hope that seems to orient the relationship, but rather through the function
of hope in normalizing inequality and making hardship appear as something to be
overcome through individual responsibility and determination.

b. Binding Past Hardships with Hope for the Future
Thus far I have considered how hope, as a strategy to govern poverty and
depoliticize hardship, works through particular relations, such as that between coach and
client. Next, I examine how hope relies on temporality in significant ways. It is important
to address the temporal elements of hope because financial coaching decisively orients
clients to the future and reconfigures their understanding of despair and endurance in
ways that signal novel modes of governing poverty. Importantly, financial coaching is not
just an aspirational project, but also a financial project that binds past debts to future
earnings. It implies certain visions of survival premised on right engagement in the
financial economy through saving, spending and fulfilling debt obligations. As part of
this inquiry into the temporality of hope, relations to the future are also understood as
relations to the present and past.
In its most straightforward form as a temporal strategy of poverty governance,
hope becomes a lever to shift the conversation from present despair and hardship to
narratives of a better future. Kathy, describes how she helps clients to believe the future
will be better than the present:
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So if I have a coaching session with someone that is feeling particularly
frustrated with the system, I want them to walk away from the session
not necessarily feeling like “Wow, that was a good vent session, we really
both hate the government!” Or “We really both hate the way that the
system is rigged again low and moderate-income folks” I want them to
walk away saying, like, “I feel, even though maybe everything sucks, I
feel hopeful that in time it could suck a little less”
In Kathy’s reframing of her client’s hardships, we can see that hope is sometimes
used as a salve to help those who are suffering in the present believe that a better
tomorrow will soon arrive. Berlant (2011) writes that hope is a “technolog[y] of patience”
that enable[s] a concept of the later to suspend questions about the cruelty of the now” (28,
emphasis in original). By sidestepping her client’s frustrations with the economy, Kathy
tries to lessen the client’s critique, which she interprets as a form of negativity that
prevents progress. She attempts to dissipate her client’s “frust[rations] with the system”
to make clients feel like it is possible for them to overcome the macroeconomic conditions
that make them feel that the “system is rigged”. In suggesting that hope employs patience
to help people abide in challenging circumstances, Berlant is spurred by her earlier
writing (1997) in which she more pointedly asks: “What are the technologies of patience that
enable subaltern people to seem to consent to, or take responsibility for, their painful
contexts?” (Berlant 222, emphasis in original). Thinking with Berlant, we can see how
Kathy is invoking hope as a technology of patience to mollify her client’s critique of the
contemporary economy and to encourage her client to endure in circumstances that are
difficult, unfair or counter to her thriving. Indeed, Kathy’s words hold a normative wish
for a client who is currently suffering to occupy a better economic position in the future;
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this suggests that Kathy believes that the current economic system can and will work for
her client, some day.
The financial client who is oriented to the future is often the same person who
knows that their future earnings have already been spoken for in the form of existing debt.
As the logics of austerity have been used to decrease public assistance and to dismantle
the social safety net, taking on debt has become a strategy of consumption smoothing for
many LMI individuals and families. Debt as a temporary strategy to help make ends meet
extends poverty exponentially—especially if subject to the usurious interest rates of
payday lenders and others30. For many financial coaching clients, assuming minimal
amounts of debt is a survival strategy when their income is unpredictable or not enough
to cover their everyday expenses. Yet, debt and, more importantly, interest on existing
debt, is something that most clients struggle to manage. Indeed, in my interviews with
clients and coaches, and from observations of coaching sessions, it became clear that
clients felt that even small amounts of debt were insurmountable. Debt is therefore
inherently a relation with the future, as consumption in the present fuels an ongoing
obligation to work; as the debt-holder is bound to the lender, the worker is obliged to the
wage (Joseph 2014; Lazzarato 2012). In rising indebtedness, we see subjects who are biding
their time, paralyzed by the growing depths of their poverty as their futures are

30

It is important to note that while alternative financial service providers (AFS) are notorious for
their usurious practices, mainstream financial institutions and banks also levy disproportionately
high fines and fees on low and moderate-income clients (Ensign 2018; White 2018).
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overshadowed by debt. The question of who possesses hope and who needs hope is
therefore inherently a question of who believes that they have a future.
One significant way that financial coaching works with clients around debt is to
improve a client’s credit score; while coaches acknowledge that it is an imperfect indicator
of a client’s financial health, they also use it as a benchmark to evaluate whether a client
is becoming more financially stable. As part of financial coaching, clients are taught
specific credit building behaviors to affect their credit history to make the credit scoring
algorithms work in their favor (Kear 2016; 2017). These behaviors often involve
strategizing how to address something on a credit report. Evelyn, a financial coach,
discusses how her client, who is unable to pay a debt that has become a collection account,
is resigned to wait for this negative mark to become less important and to later no longer
appear on her credit report.
She’s just gonna have to wait some of this stuff out. You know, it’s on the
credit report, it’s not going to go away. [The client] is not using the card
anymore, [she’s] not continuing to build debt, so [she’s] got to be patient
for a while, and it will go away, and it will mean less. This is from 2011.
You’ve already done 5 years of penance, right? So, look at it that way. It
will be there for 7 years, so this one you probably just have to wait it out,
and that can be hard, but it will go away.
Evelyn discusses the rationale used by financial coaches when they are explaining the
effect of a collection account on a credit report to their clients. As time passes, the weight
of the collection account on their FICO score (a widely used credit score used to determine
consumer risk in the US) will become increasingly less significant until it is ultimately
removed from the credit report after a period of a seven years and 180 days from the point
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when the collection was originally filed31. As Evelyn narrates the strategy of waiting that
will allow her client to have a credit report and credit score unmarked by this collection,
time is repurposed as a tool for achieving an outcome that her client cannot afford to
attain, but can achieve through endurance. This suggests that the credit report is both a
technology that disciplines past and future actions through the implied threat of extended
consequences, and a weapon of the weak that can be used when someone is unable to pay
a debt that will, inevitably, become less important to the credit scoring algorithm and
ultimately disappear from her credit report altogether.
Finally, in the financial coaching context, the question of planning for the future
undergirds the valorized practice of saving money. Saving for emergencies in a ‘rainy
day’ fund is a future-oriented behavior that is supposed to help clients manage
uncertainty in the form of unexpected or unforeseen expenses, such as a car accident,
medical emergency, overdraft fees or other penalties that can easily occur when cash flow
is unpredictable. Saving is also a program evaluation measure and widely evangelized by
scholars of economic security who describe the ability to save for emergencies as an
important strategy to address household financial instability (Babiarz and Robb 2014;
Lusardi et al. 2011). In the following exchange, Amy, a financial coach, explains how the

31

The time when a collection is removed from a credit report is not the same as the statute of
limitations when a debt collection agency no longer has the legal right to pursue a debt. The
statute of limitations varies by state, and may be extended if a consumer initiates contact with a
collection agency or makes a payment. This complicates the credit building process, and makes
this a very technical aspect of financial coaching that many coaches choose not to engage; instead
coaches refer clients to legal aid or nonprofit credit counseling, such as American Consumer
Credit Counseling (ACCC), for support.
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habit of saving money helps clients recover hope through repeated evidence that they can
improve their own lives:
…when I have a client that I can just hold on to the hope for them and say
“I believe that you can put $50 into your savings account once a month, I
believe that” And then once one month goes by and they have that
statement that says $50 in their savings account and then two months go
by and they have $100, by the third month, I bet you they have $175
because they found somewhere else where they could cut back and add
additional savings. It’s a snowball effect for people, and what they are
grasping on to, and what is encouraging them to change, is hope.
In order to save for something, one must believe in one’s own survival before it is possible
to imagine that putting aside money in the present could be important in the future. As
Linda Tirado, author of Hand to Mouth: Living in Bootstrap America writes “[Poor people]
don’t plan long term because if we do we’ll just get our hearts broken” (2015, xviii). A
client’s inability to set aside money in a savings account is not seen as a realistic assessment
of his or her own economic situation, but rather is interpreted by the coach as a
misjudgment made because the client is not hopeful enough to believe in his or her own
future.32 By reframing the client’s read on the actual conditions of their everyday life, Amy
denies the client’s reality, and in so doing, depoliticizes the struggles that make it feel
impossible for them to save. As such, the client’s newly found ability to save as he scrapes
together ever-more discretionary funds in his budget becomes the evidence that he is the
solution to his own poverty. The injunction to save overshadows questions about the

32

A recent report by the Governors of the Federal Reserve Board found that 44 percent of
adults in the US would not have access to $400 in an emergency without turning to credit cards,
family and friends, or selling off possessions (2017, 1).
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purpose and value of saving; the practice of saving disciplines clients’ behaviors, rather
than attempting to make banking and financial institutions useful for LMI clients. Indeed,
interest paid on savings accounts at this moment is negligible, meaning that clients are
punished by interest on their debts, but do not reap the time-benefits of interest on their
savings. Instead, financial coaching encourages clients to develop a habit of saving
because it is a financial capability that is believed to be desirable for long term financial
well-being.
IV.

Repoliticizing Poverty
In cultivating a subject who believes in the future, financial coaching periodizes a

client’s life, displacing the present and evacuating the past, including the historical context
for present struggles and future unrealized goals. It also stages the client’s life in the future
tense, an optimism for a reality that will likely be unrealized. Financial coaching
encourages clients to believe that the future is unfettered by the conditions that weigh
down their life in the present so that they can imagine and aspire to an assumed-positive
tomorrow.
In the nonprofit sites of financial coaching, then, hope has become a technology of
displacement that functions to depoliticize experiences of poverty and sidestep important
conversations about the realities of the present. As financial coaching normalizes clients’
experiences of present hardship, and encourage them to hope for a better future, it
simultaneously obscures the unequal relations that produce poverty and maintain
inequality. Historic patterns of dispossession exist not only in the vestiges of the past, like
Evelyn’s example where her client is ‘paying penance’ for past transgressions, but are
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emergent and crystalize in the practices and policies that made the present as it is, and
could only be. As a result, the aspirational project of financial coaching cannot just be
theorized by thinking of the hopeful projections of tomorrow but must also inquire into
the temporal imaginaries that allow coaches, like Kathy, to convince their clients that the
future can be different from the present and the past. As poet Claudia Rankine (2014)
illustrates, “The past is a life sentence, a blunt instrument aimed at tomorrow. You can’t
put the past behind you. It’s buried in you; it’s turned your flesh into its own cupboard”
(84). Rankine’s powerful imagery captures the material embodiment or enfleshment of
the past and asserts that conditions of the past produce the present and define the future.
In order for the aspirational project of financial coaching to work, hope is used to
deny that a client’s future is homologous with her present and past. This broken lineage
is the orienting fiction of the aspirational project of financial coaching; in this
configuration, hope is the mechanism that allows clients to believe and emotionally invest
in an economic future that the past has already foreclosed. We might consider this
temporal rupture as a form of bracketing or putting aside what is known or familiar—the
routine and exhausting struggles experienced by financial coaching clients around
housing, childcare, healthcare, and employment—in order to believe in what is likely
impossible: financial stability via individual empowerment. Sara Ahmed (2006) notes that
bracketing may be necessary for our survival, even as it convinces us to believe in that
“the fantasy that “what we put aside” can be transcended...” (33). Instead of working to
address the structural conditions that lead to poverty, or the material conditions that
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define their clients’ everyday lives, financial coaches instead use the feeling of hope to
encourage participation in and build allegiance to the contemporary economy.
In suggesting that a client should cultivate a hopeful orientation to the future,
financial coaching implicitly suggests that the accrued disadvantages, exclusions, and
materialized inequalities that have produced a client’s reality up until this point can be
inverted by a hopeful mentality. Financial coaching then uses hope to pedal the fantasy
that it is possible to dislocate the present from the future. By severing the imagined future
from the lived past and present, financial coaching encourages clients to imagine a time
when they will be able to have full-time employment with benefits, live in safe and
affordable housing, and be able to pay all of their bills, rather than just the ones that come
with unlivable consequences.
Financial coaches bracket certain aspects of clients’ lives in order to pragmatically
engage in coaching. For example, in order to believe that the future could be any different
from the present, clients must reframe their hardships as anomalous experiences of ‘bad
luck’. The act of recasting past hardships as unrelated to the future depoliticizes the
client’s past and present experiences, rendering them neutral, neutered and a placating
force, rather than a site of resistance. This bracketing enables coaches and clients to believe
that it is possible for a striving and resilient client to transcend the social, political and
economic factors that anchor her, firmly, to the existence that brought her to financial
coaching in the first place.
In writing against hope, I have explored how the specific formation of hope that is
conditioned in the spaces of financial coaching may both feel necessary to ensure that the
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client continues to strive and struggle, while also being the very thing that prevents
flourishing. As a space where coaching clients are encouraged to reflect upon and
reimagine their identity as economic subjects, the tracing of hope in the specific context of
financial coaching evinces how hope is marshalled to encourage people to survive in the
contemporary economy. My motivation in examining the function of hope is to ultimately
name the conditions that makes it difficult to contest the hardships produced under the
conditions of capitalism. At stake in this discussion of hope is how we understand the
causes and remedies to poverty. An orienting question for reflecting on hope’s use, then,
is: can hope be inverted from something that encourages clients to believe in the
possibility of a better tomorrow to instead reject a normative imaginary of survival that is
premised on deferred prosperity?
What is to be made then of the present, the past and the future in economic
imaginaries and political possibilities? Rather than hope being mobilized to help clients
transcend their immediate experiences of hardship as they dream of a better or different
future, geographers Secor and Linz (2017) suggest the political potential of “an unhopeful
place where it seems nothing could happen” (569). It is here, in the inbetweeness or the
impasse, drawing on Berlant, that the authors suggest “an affective politics beyond hope”;
this is, a politics that is not future-oriented, where the tools of resistance are immanent to
the present political. For coaches and clients alike, this means examining the conditions of
the here and now, rather than cultivating hope to extinguish despair or to displace
hardship by making a promise that is likely impossible. Apprehending and making use
of the uncertainties that condition our lives is difficult but necessary work if we aspire to
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more than “address[ing] trouble in terms of making an imagined future safe” (Haraway,
2016, 1). A relationship where coach and client are able to evaluate the conditions that
produce hardship, rather than temporarily bonding over the feeling of hope, could
produce a radical politics of the moment; in solidarity, coach and client take stock of
violences as they unfold rather than hoping for or believing that tomorrow will be
different in a system that endures. It is for this reason that the mundane norm rather than
the exception presented in ‘manifestos of optimism’ needs to be engaged, not as examples
of what is possible despite the circumstances, but what is possible when the circumstances
are challenged at their foundation.
In his writing on queer negativity and black feminist theorizing, Bliss (2015) argues
that a better future may exist in naming and inverting systems that have produced the
suffering that surrounds us. Offering a situated, historical pessimism he locates hope in
“…the possibility of politics not simply as hope for a different or better world, but as the
ardent refusal of this world (p. 93, emphasis in original). Thus, Bliss reorients hope from
its optimistic and striving affect towards a condition of disavowal. In so doing, he
reframes hope from its normative function as an aspirational tool for existing within to
instead be a condition for imagining a world that does not yet exist. Hope enacted is not
an empty utterance to rehabilitate a despairing client, but rather an unmoored politics for
enacting a radically new world.
V.

Conclusion
This chapter offers a close read of how coaching relationships invoke and make

hope operational. In looking closely at how hope is called forth, I suggest that ‘hope’ is a
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key component of how contemporary anti-poverty programming, of which financial
coaching is indicative, depoliticizes and individualize experiences of hardship. Drawing
on financial coaches’ own explanations of how and why they invoke hope in their financial
coaching practice, I have shown how the cultivation of hope is integral to the aspirational
project implicit within the financial coaching model. By examining financial coaches’
perceptions of the use of hope in their work with clients, I have shown how hope is
supposed to encourage clients to achieve measurable progress on program indicators of
financial stability. In exploring how hope functions, I have also shown that hope is an
affective response to poverty that addresses subjective feelings rather than structural
inequalities because these are the tools available to a nonprofit professional. This indicates
that hope is a technique that perpetuates an aspirational fiction without actually changing
anything other than client’s feelings about their hardships.
This mode of governing poverty ignores and obscures alternate possibilities that
could produce a more radical politics of solidarity by dissipating broader questions about
economic justice, the redistribution of wealth or class politics; it is here that hope become
a tool that maintains poverty and makes it difficult for clients to identify and direct anger
at the real causes of their misery. As a result, interactions between financial coaches and
their clients normalize inequality by offering hope as a strategy for living through and
within, rather than struggling against, an unjust and unequal economic system.
Through an exploration of the temporalities of hope, I have also suggested that
financial coaches use hope to suspend the cruel realities of economic survival in the
present moment as they encourage their clients to believe in the potential for a better
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tomorrow. As part of this, I have explored how the past, present and future are constantly
imagined and negotiated as financial coaches work with their clients to addresses debt,
build credit and promote savings. Moreover, as coaches pretend that the rules of economic
success are in flux and indicate to their clients that hopefulness could produce a future
that is different from their present, hardship loses its political valence.
The purpose of tracing hope as it is deployed in nonprofit practice is one way to
think about the demands made on the subject of contemporary capitalism. The subject
examined here is one that is struggling, that is not doing well in late capitalism, and is on
the debt end of the relations of financial capitalism. This subject is told to aspire and
endure. This subject is asked to learn how to survive within rather than struggle against
the conditions of the day. In focusing on the role of nonprofits in constructing an economic
subject who can survive in a context of not enough, this chapter has shown how hope is a
key part of the depoliticization of that subject through ignoring his or her current
struggles.
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CHAPTER FIVE
MOVING FROM HOUSING ASSISTANCE TO HOME OWNERSHIP:
EXAMINING AN ASSET-BUILDING APPROACH TO HOUSEHOLD
FINANCIAL SECURITY
I.

Introduction
As part of the neoliberal restructuring of state support, social welfare programs

increasingly encourage low and moderate-income populations to accumulate assets.
Because assets can increase in value over time, they are seen as a cushion that can help
households weather emergencies and save for the future. In this model of welfare
provisioning, building wealth, rather than solely increasing income, is believed to be a
successful strategy for achieving household financial security. A key focus of this assetbuilding approach centers on housing and home ownership. A house, for example, is an
asset that can be borrowed against. People can now take out a second mortgage, or use a
reverse mortgage, or refinance to extract value—equity—from their home when it is
needed. Savings is another form of asset-building, although with lesser assumed yield
because interest on savings is so low. And a car can also be an asset—a depreciating one,
certainly, but one that is often seen as useful for improving household financial security
as it may enable someone to commute to better employment.
In this chapter, I examine the Family Self-Sufficiency (FSS) program, a federallysubsidized program administered by the Department of Housing and Urban
Development (HUD) for households living in rent-subsidized housing. FSS was started in
the United States in 1990 and in recent years has received renewed attention as a
promising asset-building program. FSS’s celebrated asset-building vehicle is an escrow
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account, sometimes referred to as a managed savings account. Instead of having an
increase in earned income result in an increase in the amount of rent they pay to their
housing authority, FSS participants have this money set aside for them in the escrow
account which they will receive as a lump sum when they complete the FSS program.
Each participant is encouraged to use the money accrued in their escrow account towards
something that would increase their household’s financial stability, such as paying down
a debt, buying a car, starting a business or putting a down payment on a house. At first
blush this program seems to be an innovative way to support struggling families by
allowing them to retain a portion of their income rather than putting it to rent. Yet, upon
closer inspection of the program’s goals and implementation, there are numerous
questions about how and why asset-building is being suggested, and what this might
indicate about the changing welfare state.
While asset-based welfare has been studied as a central tenet to New Labour’s
welfare policy in the UK (Doling and Ronald 2010; Finlayson 2008; Prabhakar 2013), far
less research has examined these strategies in the North American context. Bringing
together insights from the critical social science literature on asset-based welfare, this
article explores how the Family Self-Sufficiency program encourages participants to build
assets as a strategy for promoting household financial security. As part of this, I examine
FSS’s twin goals of 1) “decreasing dependence” on welfare by having participants increase
their earnings and 2) encouraging participants to leave public housing for private market
housing, including considering home ownership, as part of asset building. In examining
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FSS through this lens, I argue that an asset-based approach normalizes the acquisition of
debt for subsistence; in so doing, it reconfigures how social protection is provisioned.
This paper draws on a subset of observations and interviews from my doctoral
work examining financial coaching programs in Boston, MA and also draws on secondary
data of the FSS program, including FSS evaluation and research reports, white papers,
and training materials for program administrators that are available from HUD. Although
the primary focus of my doctoral research was not on the Family Self Sufficiency program,
after observing financial coaching sessions being conducted with FSS participants—
including recruitment and enrollment sessions introducing prospective clients to the FSS
model, final meetings with participants who were about to receive their escrow accounts,
and sessions with other FSS participants at nonprofits offering financial coaching—and
from having coaches discuss it in interviews, I realized the outsized significance of this
program on the financial inclusion landscape in Boston. While the practice of ‘asset
building’ was suggested in financial coaching trainings as one strategy to help bolster
clients’ financial stability, this approach is central to the FSS program model, and also
directly addressed questions of access to and affordability of housing that often lingered
below the surface as stressors in financial coaching conversations. The terms ‘asset-based
welfare’ and ‘financial inclusion’, which are common in research and policy documents,
never appeared in the everyday work of financial coaching. The ideas that undergird these
concepts, however, were evident in many facets of financial coaching practice, including
workshops that framed a good credit score as an asset and encouraged participants to
acquire assets as short and longer-term strategies for financial security. Examining the FSS
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program model provides a concrete case showing how nonprofit organizations are
partnering with the state and the financial services industry to promote asset-building
and financial inclusion more broadly.
This chapter begins by providing an overview of asset-based welfare and the
financialization of housing and then examines the Family Self-Sufficiency program. In the
section that follows, I provide a brief overview of asset-based welfare in order to explore
the philosophy that underpins the FSS program. Next, I examine the FSS program,
including describing the program goals and motivation. In the final section, I consider the
role of the home as an asset, and question the logic that presents home ownership as a
strategy for the financial security of low and moderate-income populations. As part of
this, I draw on the recent literature in geography on the financialization of housing to
critique of the idea that home ownership is a safe strategy to advance the financial stability
of low and moderate-income households.

II.

Asset-based welfare and ‘freedom from state dependency’
In the past three decades asset-based welfare policies and related “asset building”

programs have been central aspects of approaches to restructuring the welfare state. In
the United States, this approach to building household financial security asks individuals
to think about the future and plan for emergencies by saving and investing. Households
are supposed to draw on accumulated assets in a time of need, rather than turning to the
state. As such, asset-based welfare, which Crouch (2009) has referred to as a form of
‘privatized Keynesianism’, shifts the responsibility for social provisioning from states
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onto individuals and families who are encouraged to accumulate assets as a means to
achieve household financial security (Lowe et al 2012; Wood et al 2013).
An asset-based approach is in contrast to other anti-poverty programs that address
poverty with piecemeal interventions, such as means-tested33 cash assistance or benefits
programs. It is also in contrast to programs that target inequality by redistributing wealth,
such as the negative income tax provision originally proposed in the United States in the
1960’s, unconditional cash-transfer programs, such as the BIG (basic income grant) in
Namibia and other varieties of basic income campaigns that are currently being piloted in
California, Ontario and Finland. Encouraging low and moderate-income populations to
accumulate assets as a strategy to alleviate poverty was popularized in the United States
through matched savings vehicles, such as the Individual Development Account (IDA) or
the Child Trust Fund (CTF) in the UK. In recent years, asset-based welfare policies have
expanded to encourage investment in other vehicles, such as 529 college savings plans or
state-led children’s savings or development accounts, often referred to as ‘baby bonds’
(Hamilton and Darity 2010), which have been championed as ways to inculcate an
appetite for assets from cradle to grave34. This approach to welfare provisioning has been

A ‘means’ test is used to determine whether an individual or household is eligible to receive
public assistance programs such as Medicaid, TANF, SNAP, and student loan programs, such as
Pell Grants or Federal Work-Study. For example, the federal poverty level (FPL), or some
percentage of it, is often used as a threshold to determine eligibility for programs.
34 At the time of writing, Boston Public Schools (BPS) is piloting a “Boston Saves” program that
provides $50 to BPS students in a select set of schools/grades. This account currently has a
savings incentive that deposits $5 for every third month that $25 is deposit into the account, as
well as other sign-up bonuses. Similarly, the state treasurer is currently piloting the “SeedMA”
college savings program in Worcester, Massachusetts. Like Boston Saves, this program is a 529
account. Importantly, these programs require the account custodian (the adult guardian) and the
child to have a social security number or individual tax identification number (ITIN) to claim this
33
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described by Finlayson (2009) as part of “a wider attempt to create an asset-owning society
composed of responsible yet risk-taking, financially independent yet economically
ambitious individuals” (400).
Believing that there was a broader ‘asset-effect’ that occurs when households are
encouraged to accumulate assets, Michael Sherraden (1991), one of the original architects
of asset-based welfare, argued that income redistribution “only maintains consumption’
whereas assets ‘change the way people think and interact in the world ... incomes feed
people’s stomachs, assets change their heads” (6). The notion that poverty alleviation
efforts should target not only the material conditions of poverty, but also be designed to
address some deficiency in “the way people think” underscores the ideological project of
asset-based welfare. This approach has been pursued concurrently with programs that
compel recipients to work, including the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) of 1996 which “ended welfare as we know it”.35
The shift from defined-benefit to defined-contribution pension plans is one
example of changes to social protection. Individuals are now responsible for their own
retirement, including managing the risks of investments that may or may not be sufficient

account. Questions of citizenship status are important part of the conversation about wealth
accumulation, including the redistribution of wealth through the tax function of the Earned
Income Tax Credit, and are worthy of attention by geographers, but at this point I have not
carefully considered this issue.
35 This phrase is Bill Clinton’s 1992 campaign pledge. The federal assistance program Aid to
Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) was established in 1935 as part of the New Deal by
the Social Security Act and was terminated in 1996 when President Clinton signed the PRWOA
and initiated the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program in 1997, which
advances a welfare to work agenda that adds lifetime limits to assistance and attempts to get
people off of assistance through employment.
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to provide for life beyond work (Langley 2006). This change in how society imagines and
provides for the economic security of aging populations is indicative of the market logics
that now dictate how social protection is provisioned. Drawing on Hacker (2006), Aalbers
(2008) explains, “…the restructuring of welfare states has resulted in a ‘great risk shift’ in
which households are increasingly dependent on financial markets for their long-term
security” (151). As social protection programs are privatized and individuals are asked to
use assets—which may increase in value, and may be liquid at critical moments, or not—
as fundamental to their economic security, the risks inherent in this system, both for
households and wider society are worthy of more careful attention.
While the risks of defined-contribution pension plans may take decades to become
apparent, for low and moderate-income populations, an asset-based approach to welfare
has broader and more immediate implications that are inextricably bound to everyday
survival. For LMI populations, asset-based welfare mobilizes the ideological goals of
personal responsibility and ownership to advance a mode of poverty governance that
Johnna Montgomerie and Mirjam Büdenbender (2015) describe as a form of “trickle
down” welfare, or the financial abandonment of individuals by the state. While the
lifetime limits and workfare agenda (Peck 2001) advanced by the PRWORA can certainly
be described as a form of abandonment, asset-based welfare deemphasizes the importance
of a safety net in a society where labor is made cheap (Enloe 2014).
Encouraging asset accumulation means that the most vulnerable in society are
expected to pursue wealth accumulation strategies that have worked for higher income
populations as a strategy for household economic security. This approach fails to
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acknowledge the barriers to saving and investing for LMI populations. For example,
financial infrastructure exists to help middle and upper-income populations build assets
and this population also benefits from higher interest rates on a variety of savings and
investment vehicles, as well as lower fees, or fees waived as a result of investment levels
or institutional support. To return to the retirement example, workers employed in parttime or hourly rather than salaried work often do not qualify for employer-sponsored
retirement vehicles—with or without employer matches—an example of how the absence
of institutional infrastructure makes it difficult for these workers to save for retirement
beyond social security. To remedy this gap in access to financial products for retirement,
in 2014 President Obama created the MyRA Roth IRA account sponsored by the US
Treasury that was supposed to provide access to a state-supported retirement savings
vehicle for populations without other avenues for retirement savings36. MyRA was piloted
in 2014 and rolled out in the fall of 2015, just to be discontinued two years later.
Importantly, an asset-based approach is also in direct conflict with the asset-limits
that exist for many means-tested public assistance programs that LMI population rely on;
that is, by encouraging asset accumulation practices of higher income populations as if
they were universally beneficial, LMI populations find themselves less financially secure

36

MyRA was a starter retirement account that had no fees and no deposit (minimum)
requirements. The MyRA account was subject to annual IRA retirement contribution limits, and
also had a $15,000 contribution limit, meaning that once the account reach $15,000 the account
holder had to roll it into the private-sector Roth IRA. The account earned variable, monthly
interest at the rate of the G Fund of the federal government’s Thrift Savings Plan
(https://myra.gov/faqs/about-myra/).
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as they lose public assistance. This unacknowledged contradiction seems to be at the heart
of an asset-based approach to “decreasing dependence”.
In the section that follows, I explore the FSS program as an example of an assetbased welfare approach. Through a broad consideration of the program’s model, and a
critical examination or the program goals and function, I consider FSS as a contemporary
example of an asset-based approach to welfare in the United States. The purpose of
examining this program is to raise some of the questions that this approach suggests about
asset-building for LMI populations. While asset-building is assumed to promote
economic security, and possibly even mobility, my consideration of the FSS model raises
questions about the role of asset-building as a trigger for decreasing dependence on state
support as participants lose eligibility for other programs as they increase their earnings.

III.

Building Assets in the Family Self Sufficiency Program
The Family Self-Sufficiency program (FSS) is a federal program administered by

the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) for households living in rentsubsidized housing. While FSS has existed since 1990, only in recent years has it received
significant attention as actors other than housing authorities are starting to administer the
program and champion its merits for asset building. In this section of the chapter, I
examine the FSS model and look at one nonprofit organization that has brought financial
coaching into the FSS approach. Examining the expansion of FSS provisioning to
organizations other than housing authorities is important, especially as these
organizations seek to replicate their approach to FSS and bring it to scale.
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FSS is a 5-year program for low-income individuals who are living in public
housing or who are participating in the Housing Choice Voucher Program (HCVP), often
referred to as Section 8. Eligible participants choose to participate in the program and
create goals, such as furthering one’s education, preparing for home ownership through
taking a first time homebuyer class or increasing one’s credit score. FSS participants
document these goals in their Individual Training and Service Plan (ITSP) and they work
to achieve these goals over the duration of the program. In some cases, the program can
be shortened if a participant achieves his or her goals before the 5-year period, or it can be
extended for up to an additional two years if the FSS coordinator determines there is a
good reason for doing so.
In addition to being driven by goal attainment, FSS also has an asset-building
component in the form of an escrow account that allows participants who increase their
income during the program to save a portion of it, rather than paying increased rent. In
line with Sherraden’s idea that “assets change their heads” (1991), an FSS infographic
portrays asset accumulation as helping families “weather financial shocks”, “invest in the
future” and “build confidence and hope”(Fig. 7). In order to receive the funds in the
escrow account, participants need to graduate from the program, which requires them to
complete the goals they identified in their ITSP, as well as two FSS-defined goals for the
head of household, who is the FSS participant: 1) must “seek and maintain suitable
employment” and 2) everyone in the household must be “independent of income
assistance from federal or state welfare programs for at least 12 months” (Module 2.3:
Outreach and Goal Setting, HUD Exchange). While participants do not need to stop
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receiving housing assistance to graduate, this is seen as a desirable outcome of the
program.

Figure 7: What are assets? From Module 5.1 HUD Exchange on the FSS Program
HUD provides funding for FSS program coordinators37 who refer FSS participants
to social service providers that can support them in achieving their FSS goals. It is through
these service referral channels and other partnerships that I encountered FSS participants
in my observations of financial coaching. While FSS has traditionally been administered

In HUD’s FY 2016, $75 million was allocated for program coordinator salaries. The funding
level is based on a stepped tier where sites receive a certain amount of funding based on the
number of families enrolled at each site. To receive funds for one full-time coordinator, a site
must have 25 participants enrolled with each subsequent coordinator enabled by an additional 50
participants. Importantly, there is no additional funding allocated for FSS program
implementation (except for the escrow account), meaning that any funds for program
development, including recruitment and other aspects of implementation must come from other
sources. This lack of funding is likely part of the reason why CWC, which attracts philanthropic
dollars that enable a robust program model, is successful.
37
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by housing authorities with FSS program coordinators typically situated at the housing
authority itself, in recent years a Boston-based nonprofit has partnered with public
housing authorities to expand the FSS model to include a financial capability approach
through financial coaching. This organization, Compass Working Capital (CWC), is
receiving significant attention for its novel approach; the analysis presented herein is
informed by documents that CWC has shared on the HUD Exchange as part of
documenting the best practices of this program model. In instances where CWC manages
the FSS program for the housing authority, the money for the program coordinator is
transferred to CWC. In addition to these program coordinator dollars, CWC has attracted
significant philanthropic dollars, as well as a new license fee model from housing
authorities or nonprofits who want to implement the model.
In an interview during the time between Donald Trump’s election and when he
took office, a financial coach who works with FSS clients speculated about the future of
the program, noting:
FSS is probably not going anywhere. It's very bipartisan program…both
sides of the table kind of like it because it speaks to different philosophies
about what low income families should be doing. You can just see the title
itself, Family Self Sufficiency. You want families to be self-sufficient, right?
Okay, so let's get them off welfare. That was the whole goal of the program,
to get families off welfare, because that's actually still a requirement of the
program. You can't get the savings unless you haven't taken welfare in the
last year, anyone in your household even. And, liberals like it because it's
helping families build savings and all that. So, I think we're okay.

FSS has been continually funded since its inception, likely a result of the bipartisan
appeal expressed in the coach’s assessment of the program’s viability and longevity. FSS
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has reached very few families in public housing38, a fact that continues, despite this being
articulated in earlier assessments of the program’s uptake, including by Sard (2000) who
described it as “HUD’s best kept secret”. This perceived underutilization is why CWC has
identified so much potential in harnessing the program. A document about the possible
expansion of FSS at CWC (2012) reveals its value proposition for their existing economic
mobility and financial stability work. “Compass posits that, because family selfsufficiency is a core social issue, philanthropies would value the opportunity to leverage
their investments with public dollars to expand promising FSS programs” (2012, 6). FSS
poses a significant value proposition for philanthropic partners whose contributions come
in addition to the federal dollars that support FSS coordinators and offset the escrow
accounts. As such, the federal funds available for asset building attract philanthropic
dollars to this model, as expressed by CWC (2012):
At a time when local and state governments are struggling with significant
budget deficits, FSS provides a significant and often untapped stream of
funding to support a promising employment and asset-building program
for public housing and Section 8 residents…our operating model estimates
that expansion in four sites will leverage approximately $5.3 million in
additional federal FSS funds that can be deployed directly to help families
reduce their reliance on public assistance and make progress toward
financial security (7).

38

The 2012 Compass Growth Plan estimates enrollment rates “hover between 3-5% of eligible
families, both in Massachusetts and at the federal level” (1). The same document indicates that
Compass “seeks to enroll 25% of eligible Section 8 participants at each of its partner sites…a
penetration rate that is 5x the federal average” (5). A November 2015 CWC report indicated that
there are 2 million US households who may be in a position to participate in FSS (this excludes
households where the head of the household is elderly or disabled because they will likely be
unable to benefit from the escrow account), but as of 2014, only 72,000 households were
participating in the program (3).
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a. The FSS Escrow Account
The crowning feature of the FSS program is the escrow account, sometimes
referred to as a managed savings account; while increases to an individual’s earnings
would usually trigger an increase in the portion of the rent tenants who receive housing
assistance needs to pay to the housing authority39, participants in the FSS program instead
have additional earnings diverted to their escrow account. The assumption here is that the
threat of an increase in the cost of housing disincentivizes work, so allowing earnings to
be captured and diverted to an escrow account is a mechanism that is intended to motivate
FSS participant to seek additional earnings. This escrow account also has an asset-building
function as these funds are set aside and cannot be accessed until the participant graduates
from the program.
The amount that will be deposited in the escrow account is based on what the FSS
participant was paying for housing at the time when they enrolled in FSS. In order to have
money deposited in their escrow accounts, participants need to increase their income
above the amount they were making at the outset of the program. If a participant was
unemployed when he or she began the program, any increase in earned income is the
amount of change measured. For a participant who was already employed when he or she
enrolled in FSS, the amount set aside to the escrow account is based on any increase in
income above the baseline. While pedantic, it feels worth enumerating that this means
that participants either need to increase earnings by increasing the number of hours a

Families receiving housing assistance usually pay 30% of their earned income for housing and
for families in the HCVP, the housing authority contributes the remainder towards the market
price.
39

136

week that they work, or by receiving a raise in their hourly wage or salary; this assumes
that the labor market conditions are such that securing additional hours or a higher wage
is actually possible for participants. It logically follows then that if a FSS participant is
already working 40 hours a week there are limited avenues for increasing his or her
earnings, and thus little gained from the prospect of a rent-diverted escrow account. For
this reason, the FSS participant’s employment status at the time of enrollment is the key
determinant of how much they can accumulate in their escrow account.
The executor of the escrow account is the housing authority or FSS provider, so
the participant never manages the account and cannot contribute additional savings to it.
Some FSS programs have decided that in addition to providing participants with
mandatory yearly balance statements, they will also provide participants with monthly or
quarterly statements. The purpose of increasing the frequency of balance reporting is to
remind participants that they are building savings, and thus, to maximize the incentive
function of the escrow account. While some FSS programs permit interim account
withdrawals to assist in the attainment of interim FSS goals, many programs only allow
participants to access the funds when they complete the 5-year program. Again, in order
to receive the money in the escrow account, participants must achieve the goals they
committed to on their ITSP at the outset of the program.
A key condition of receiving the escrow account is that everyone in the household
has not received Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) for one year prior to
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the dispersal of escrow account funds40. While FSS participants are supposed to also leave
public housing that is not always the case. Yet, the escrow account as an incentive to leave
is significant. If a participant does not meet these criteria, they can file for an extension
from the 5-year completion date, but after that there are not many options. At the end of
the program, they are encouraged to use this accumulated savings, which according to a
2018 report is, on average around $5,009—towards housing, education, transportation or
to start a small business.
b. The Program and Its ‘Impacts’
Reviewing the impact of FSS from 2007-2016, a recent report commissioned by
HUD proclaims the successes of the Family Self Sufficiency program: over 36,000
households graduated the program during this time and 80% of households increased
their income. Profiles of successful FSS participants from around the country splash across
the report’s pages (Fig. 8), providing evidence of real people who are moving towards
financial stability as they achieve education or training milestones, gain employment or
start a business, or as the name family self-sufficiency suggests, “decrease their
dependence” on the state by increasing their income and reducing their housing subsidy
and other forms of public assistance.

40

Evaluations assessing the FSS program’s ability to “decrease dependence” by exiting families
cash assistance have been inconclusive; since there are time limits on TANF, for example, it is
difficult to determine whether the FSS program is the impetus for the household’s change in
status, or whether the change is a result of the 5-year lifetime limit on receiving TANF.

138

Figure 8: Author selected participant profiles from the moving to family selfsufficiency program (HUD2018)

The assumed-positive impacts of FSS were touted in an article (Gale 2018) that
highlighted the experience of one FSS participant, Gardite Fougy, who lives in Cambridge,
Massachusetts and participated in the program through CWC. The article celebrates
Gardite’s transition from a mother of three in an abusive relationship working part-time
to someone who was able to leave that relationship, has gone back to school and is now
in full-time employment. The article reports that Gardite is now making $24,000 a year,
has a credit score 200 points higher than when she began the program, has paid off “some
major debts” and has collected more than $8,000 in savings through the FSS escrow
account. Gardite told Slate that she is looking to purchase her own home and was pre-
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approved for a loan. This participant profile is similar to those highlighted in the
evaluation report, and the changes that the article mentions as achievements—an increase
in earnings, gains on a credit score and decreases in debt—are common evaluation metrics
that are used to indicate the efficacy of the program. These achievements are assumed to
be positive steps towards financial security. As is evident in Gardite’s tone, participants
come to feel good about what they are told are markers of progress towards financial
stability.
In the third and fourth chapters of this dissertation, I explored how these
evaluation metrics function as technologies that may appear to be objectively good, but
also elide more significant questions about the drivers of inequality and how poverty is
imagined and addressed in contemporary society; indeed, $24,000 is still far below the
Boston area’s median income, and just above a full-time minimum wage and $6,479 below
estimates for the annual living wage estimates for a single adult, never mind a woman
caring for three children. Also, in the process of more than doubling her earned income41
since the start of the program, this FSS participant also likely lost access to other income
supports for means-tested programs. A 2017 study by scholars at UMASS Boston shows
how a person’s hourly wage increases, their ability to access state assistance decreases,
with significant negative effects for overall family stability (Fig. 9). The cliff effects are
apparent starting at about $14/hour ($29,120 annually) through about $19/hour ($39,520
annually). This is because all the benefits decline at some point between 100 percent of the

I am using the term “earned income” here to differentiate income earned from employment
from income received as part of cash assistance or public benefits programs. Together, these two
forms of income comprise a person’s total income.
41
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federal poverty line (FPL) income threshold of $19,530 and 200 percent of the FPL, or
$39,060 annual income (corresponding to between $9.40/hour and $18.75/hour). The
family is unable to reach the same level of net resources achieved at $14/ hour until earning
about $22/hour because their public benefits decrease as their wages increase. Despite the
evidence of the cliff effect, the negative consequences of losing income supports, however,
are never discussed; instead this change in eligibility for—and therefore use of—public
assistance is reported in evaluation reports around metrics of ‘an increase in income’, and
‘a decrease in dependence’.

Figure 9: Value of Benefits for a Family of Three in Massachusetts (Albelda and Carr 2017)

c. The Promise of The Escrow Account
In an early report reviewing FSS, Sard (2001) painted the escrow account as not
having any potential downfalls because if the family increased their earnings they would
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have had to pay an increase in rent anyways. The problem, however, described above, is
that an increase in income results in a decrease in benefits. She wrote:
Even if a family forfeits its escrow account due to failure to complete the
program successfully about half the families that enroll exit before
completion the family is in no worse financial position than if it had simply
paid the increased rent otherwise due. The only families that face a
financial risk from participating in FSS are those in the apparently small
number of Section 8 FSS programs in which the PHA may terminate a
family's Section 8 subsidy as a sanction for non-compliance with the FSS
contract (9).
The incentive to increase income is not solely about the compulsory work requirements,
but is part of a wider strategy to “decrease dependence” as participants reach the
thresholds for public assistance programs and lose these benefits. This also shows how
participants are caught by the conditionalities, incentivized to work, and then unable to
reap the one tangible benefit of the program, the recouped savings, while the program
achieves its goal of encouraging increased earnings that necessitate a reduction in public
assistance.
This was the case of a participant whom Jody, a financial coach, told me about.
Jody was the second coach this participant had worked with, and while this participant
had some money in her escrow account, she had periods of inconsistent contact with her
FSS coordinator and when she finally connected with Jody, she was scrambling to meet
her goals and to complete the program. Jody explained “Her overall goal was to get a
house, to buy a house. About the time she came to me she had a very short window of
when that FSS program was up. I'd wish she come back a little sooner. She got painted
into a bit of a corner... She came to the end of the program and her credit score wasn't to
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the point where she could be eligible for a loan, a mortgage. All that money that was in
the emphasis program, she wasn't going to be able to get.
Jessa: She was going to forfeit all the money?
Jody: She was going to have to forfeit it.
Jessa: That's five years of someone's life.
Jody: She was coming in towards the very end and I said, "What does this mean
for you "because she said, "I got to get my score up in the next month, because the
program's up in the next month." I'm like, "Yikes, it's not going to happen in a month." I
said, "What will it be like for you if it doesn't come up in a month?" She said, "It'll be hard
but I still have the same goal." I said, "What you'll do is you'll just reframe it and find other
ways to start building on getting to that ultimate goal of being a homeowner." She said,
"Yes, if that money goes away", she said, "It looks like it might" and it did. I was really
proud of her resilience to say, "Then I guess that's what'll happen and I'll just have to work
harder.”
The funds in the escrow account that would have been allocated to the participant
if he or she finished the program were instead reabsorbed by the housing authority as
they would have been if this person was not participating in FSS and their income
increased. Jody’s explanation of her client’s experience of this tight timeline shows how
the goals—raising a credit score to a rate where this participant would be eligible for a
home loan—become a barrier to accessing the savings that the participant had been
working towards accumulating over many years. In this case, the ‘emphasis account’
become a driver for participant behavior, but did not pan out. Further, it shows how in

143

the wake of this disappointment, of losing what held the promise of a potentially
significant boost to family income, the client internalized the goal of home ownership, and
even without the support from the FSS program, she professed that it made her want to
work harder to attain this goal. As this participant worked to increase her income with the
promise of building savings for her goal of asset-building, this rising income became a
liability for other forms of public assistance in the interim.
Similar concerns about the asset function of FSS were raised during a public
comment session at the Cambridge Housing Authority (CHA), an FSS site implementing
a pilot program, including a control group for a study of FSS with financial coaching42.
The public comments on CWC’s FSS implementation were captured in a transcript
available at the housing authority’s website (Cambridge Housing Authority, 2016). One
person voiced concerned about the intent and outcome of FSS saying “Presenting forced
savings or forced attendance as a benevolent act of those in authority is not fair. The
purpose of the program is to remove you from public benefits and eventually housing.
This real motive should not be hidden or presented in a positive way.” According to the
transcript, CHA responded by saying
CHA wants to acknowledge this concern and state that the goal of this Pilot
is to help residents remove barriers to savings. The goal is not remove (sic)
families from their benefits or housing. This Pilot is an opportunity to save
money that would normally have been spent on rent. The Pilot will not
charge any additional money on behalf of the resident. Additionally, any
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CHA is a Moving to Work (MTW) demonstration site which makes it possible for CWC to
make changes to how FSS is implemented at this public housing authority. The ‘innovation’
being piloted in this case is instead of 100% of the increase to rent being funneled to the escrow
account, 50% is put in an account for the FSS participant and the other 50% is captured by the
housing authority or organization implementing the program, which in this case is CWC.
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savings received won’t be counted as income or an asset for CHA rent
calculation and will not impact continued occupancy in any way.
Similarly, another person later in the discussion echoes the earlier point, and specifically
cites the conditionalities that accompany means-tested benefits programs: “We also
restate the concern that care be taken to insure that these savings do not negatively impact
the household’s current benefit eligibility.” Again, CHA responded by attempting to
reassure those in attendance:
CHA recognizes this issue. Because the savings will be held and restricted
by CHA, they typically are not counted as an individual’s current asset
for the purposes of benefit eligibilities. Furthermore, upon completion of
the program when the savings are disbursed, disbursements do not
require a form 1099 be filed in the individual’s name, according to current
governance by HUD regarding FSS. For residents who are on fixed
incomes that may have asset limits attached to those benefits, we do not
believe the savings accumulated during this pilot will be large enough to
impact the eligibility for benefits. (9-10)
These comments raise concerns that the escrow account will bring participants to
the asset limits of public assistance programs, making participants ineligible as a result of
the dispersal of savings. While CHA reiterates that the escrow account will not impact
benefits eligibility, they do not address the work incentive function of the escrow account;
as I have discussed above, in order to populate the account, participants must increase
their earned income. While it may be true that someone beginning FSS with no or a very
low income will likely not lose cash benefits entirely as they increase their income, for
those nearing eligibility thresholds, the impetus to work will surely result in a loss of
public benefits, as the first comments from the CHA transcript indicate. Furthermore,
according to FSS guidelines, participants must be free of cash assistance programs for one
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year in order to actually receive the escrow account at the end of the program. As such,
framing the program as simply an opportunity to “remove barriers to savings” does not
acknowledge the aim of the program as one that is supposed to “decrease dependence”.
In this section I have discussed FSS’s program model and orientation to asset
building. In the next and final section, I will dig into the final part of Gardite’s statement—
the idea that she is ready to purchase her own home and is pre-approved for a loan—
because home ownership repeatedly appeared as financial coaches’ goal for participants
who were showing success, and participants routinely discussed working towards home
ownership, including taking first time homebuyer classes as part of their FSS goals, even
if they were far from being able to afford a home in Boston’s housing market43. I draw on
the literature examining housing as an investment to offer a preliminary examination of
the function of home ownership in an asset-based model of welfare provisioning. I
consider the suggestion that home ownership is the path to financial stability in this final
section because time and again it appeared as a desirable outcome of financial coaching
and a desirable outcome of asset-building; financial coaches and directors of coaching
programs repeatedly mentioned the few clients who had achieved home ownership
without expressing the need to be cautious about the terms and conditions of a home loan.
Home ownership, or incremental goals towards home ownership including taking a first

43

This is an assessment based on data gathered during observations, and would benefit from
additional research in order to evaluate the feasibility of home ownership and ideally assess the
success of home ownership for this population through a longitudinal study, something that was
well beyond the scope of this dissertation. Indeed, there are first time home-buyer programs in
Boston that lower the closing costs and the down payment requirements based on income, and
people who are already in HUD-assisted housing may be able to benefit from the Housing
Choice Voucher program.
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time homebuyer’s class or raising one’s credit score to be eligible for a prime mortgage,
were also goals that FSS participants would identify at the program’s outset.

IV.

Moving from Housing Assistance to Home as an Asset: A Discussion
The restructuring of the welfare state has been accompanied by profound changes

in how the function of housing is imagined (Schwartz and Seabrooke 2009). An assetbased approach to welfare encourages people to believe that the purpose of a house is not
just its use value as stable shelter, but its exchange value as an investment vehicle that
increases in value over time to generate wealth. As the home is imagined as a site of
investment, home ownership has come to play an increasingly important role for
households and society (Doling and Ronald 2010). This has prompted Soederberg (2018),
who was writing about insecurity in the rental housing market, to note that housing is
increasingly “a site of survival and a site of accumulation” (116). Homeowners are
encouraged to use financial products to draw on the stored equity in their home not only
as a lump sum later in life to fund retirement, which is the typical asset function of a home,
but also in moments of hardship; here stored value in the house is supposed to provide a
welfare function, making the home a complicated space that is supposed to address to a
variety of needs for those experiencing economic insecurity.44
Assumptions about the wealth-generating benefits of home ownership are
grounded in the belief that the value of housing will continue to grow at rates generally

While beyond the scope of this paper, the function of a home as a dwelling that people invest in
materially and emotionally over time is important and often ignored when housing is relegated
to its financial function, or seen simply as a site of shelter (Blomley 2016)
44

147

seen for much of the 20th century. Yet, thus far, homeownership in the 21st century has
been characterized by insecurity and an uneven landscape of returns for homeowners,
even as housing has become an increasingly profitable sector through which capital
circulates (Aalbers and Christophers 2014). Montgomerie and Büdenbender (2015) argue
that asset-based welfare assumes that home prices will rise, which they suggest ignores
the highly contingent nature of housing profit, namely, that the time a home owner enters
or exits the market is an important determinant for whether it was a sound investment of
not. Of course, the highly spatially variable nature of housing price increases has also
been shown to concentrate wealth in some neighborhoods, and not others, producing a
classed and racialized landscape of accumulation, especially in historically segregated
cities such as Boston.
Further, Montgomerie and Büdenbender (2015) contend that the notion that the
home is an asset that bolsters financial security is based on assumptions that home owners
will have stable and increasing earnings over the life course that make it possible for them
to make regular payments on an amortizing mortgage over decades. This logic also runs
counter to the changing nature of work, including the rise of the “gig economy”45 and lowwage part-time work46 that is increasingly precarious and indicates instability at the very
foundation of traditional mortgage underwriting (Fox 2015; Poland 2017). While
underwriting practices consider more than a credit score when someone is attempting to

45

Also known as the 1099 economy, based on the tax designation of these workers as
independent contractors who have no job security and are offered no employer-provided benefits
46 Watson et al (2015) document “just-in-time scheduling” and other non-standard and unstable
work schedules that that make it difficult for workers to plan their daily and future lives
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qualify for a home loan, Montgomerie and Büdenbender’s (2015) point about assuming
the ever-increasing income over the life course is important here. Acknowledging the
outdated assumptions about employment in the 21st century that underpin mortgage
acquisition, Montgomerie and Büdenbender (2015) argue that home ownership “by no
means guarantees that housing wealth will accrue, let along provide a welfare function
over the life cycle” (400).
Furthermore, low and moderate-income populations have been shown to be the
most vulnerable in economic downturns and the most likely to experience the burden of
these changes even when other populations are unaffected. Research following the
subprime mortgage crisis has illustrated this point, showing the downside of home
ownership, including the untenable debt burdens on vulnerable families (Baker 2014;
Parkinson et al 2009; Wyly 2010). Importantly, Aalbers and Christophers (2014) have
demonstrated that the "wealth effects" of home ownership for low and moderate-income
populations are far less than for those who can afford homes in desirable areas, and,
importantly, the income volatility of these households means that they are often one
emergency—a health crisis or an unexpected reduction in working hours—away from
paying their mortgages (378). So, while gaining access to home loans may appear to be a
victory against the financial exclusion of the past, there remains serious questions about
the use of a home as an asset that can provide financial security for LMI households.
Indeed, promoting home ownership as part of an asset-based welfare approach ignores
the findings of urban geographers examining questions of race, property, and land tenure
(Inwood and Bonds 2017; Roy 2017; Safransky 2017) that document the ongoing racialized
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dispossession that occurs in and through housing and the negative effects of home
ownership for the very populations that asset-based welfare targets (Montgomerie and
Büdenbender 2015).
In the US context, the ideological function of home ownership is central to the
American Dream (Rohe and Watson 2007). Wyly et al. (2012) offer an incisive reading of
the function of the expansion of home ownership opportunities:
Housing-and especially the expansion of mortgage debt-was crucial in
deflecting the more fundamental demands for redistribution and genuine
economic justice that grew out of the civil rights movement. Risky,
deceptive practices in the "subprime" mortgage market were particularly
effective in replacing the old rigid justifications for exclusionary racism with
more flexible, entrepreneurial forms of inclusionary discrimination that
promised opportunity and access to the wonders of the market. The
American Dream: no money down! (571-572, emphasis in original)
Why then does the FSS program promote the use of assets, and even encourage
home ownership as a strategy for financial security? The growth of home ownership
opportunities has occurred alongside the privatization of public housing (Aalbers 2005,
2008; Blandy and Hunter 2012), which has been driven, in no small part by a related
diminishing commitment to providing housing as part of social protection (Rolnik 2013).
As societal commitments to provide housing weaken, and the use of housing as an
investment vehicle is normalized, questions of housing affordability and access for all are
sidelined as the asset function of the home is in direct opposition to the ability to find and
afford stable shelter for others, at least in the US context. Although even in the UK, where
council housing is being privatized and denuded of its status as a non-market good,
managers are encouraged to maximize the profits of its fund (Aalbers et al. 2017), the
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question of the purpose and scope of housing as an asset is therefore important to
consider.
The motivation to exit people from public housing is premised on the
manufactured scarcity of public housing units and vouchers. While FSS participants do
not necessarily need to leave subsidized housing, the escrow account can function as a
down payment for a mortgage, or be used to secure private market housing. One financial
coach explained:
I almost feel like by putting all of these resources behind one family, we
can help them reach their goals, and let's do it with another family, let's do
it with another family. And, a part of our goal--not to kick people out of
public housing that's not our goal-- but for those that want to leave we will
help you as much as possible to do that…for those that want to leave
[public housing] I think there's almost another incentive because then
there's another voucher available for another family. They're probably also,
once they buy a home they're probably not eligible for certain public
benefits anymore, so then that makes more money available for other
families for example. So, we see a lot of benefit to the city itself, and to
society itself when families can continue making progress.
While asset-based welfare frames housing as an asset class that should be pursued
as a strategy for wealth building by LMI populations, Fernandez and Aalbers (2016) posit
an alternative—and I would argue, nefarious—reason for extending mortgages to a wider
range of prospective home owners. The authors write, “From a different perspective, the
supply-side, we see that a ‘wall of money’, a global pool of liquid assets, seeks investment
opportunities” (5). In this context, it is easy to acquire and very difficult to keep a home,
especially because a variety of factors make even prime loans untenable for low and
moderate-income populations.
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The growing body of literature on the financialization of housing indicates the
need for careful and critical attention to the ways that financial logics are transforming
the accumulation strategies of housing and real estate. According to Montgomerie (2007),
securitization makes debt itself a commodity to be encouraged. Through centering
questions of profit in the debt relation of a house—that of the lender and the borrower—
the home owner as debtor comes into view. In an incisive footnote, Aalbers and
Christophers (2014) offer an assessment that
the famous phrase “safe as houses” originally referred to the relative
riskiness47 of mortgage lending, not of home ownership: i.e. to the “safety”
enjoyed by the financial institution, rather than by the homeowner with
whom the phrase is typically now (mis)associated (390).
Seen in this framing, asset-based welfare’s impulse to encourage low and moderateincome families into home ownership is suspect. Asset-based welfare as a strategy for
financial stability may work for some families, but the churn of debt-led growth—wherein
there is a secondary or tertiary market for debt that has been securitized—means that
when a family defaults on their mortgage, a home, as a material asset, can be repossessed
and reincorporated into a a financial system seeking profit in any form. Fields’ (2017)
research demonstrates this prospecting for yield as private equity firms, appearing to
perform a social good, purchased thousands of foreclosed single family homes following
the subprime mortgage crisis. These firms bundled repurposed these homes and created

47

The authors are intoning the low risk of mortgage lending for the financial institution, while
the idea that housing is a safe investment for home ‘owners’ is a misplaced read of this sentiment.
The idea that we call people home owners, rather than mortgage debtors seems like a misnomer
that has an ideological function in perpetuating the middle-class American Dream of housing
tenure.
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a new asset class of single family rentals (SFRs) that could be rated, meaning that
“homeowners’ dispossession [set] in motion a new round of financial accumulation
situated in the rental sector” (4). Garcia-Lamarca and Kaika (2016) scholarship examines
the biopolitics of debt by focusing on how ‘mortgage-affected people’ experience and
articulate the burden of indebtedness through act of resistance. As mortgage-affected
people protest evictions, and the terms of their loans that endure, the authors write that
these people realize “that they had never really been homeowners or middle class, just a
proletariat indebted for life to their creditors” (323). This anti-aspirational tale, to me, is
the grounds for a politics of refusal, and the space from which demands about housing
for all and non-speculative housing models can be imagined.
V.

Conclusion
My aim in this chapter has been to use the Family Self-Sufficiency program as a

heuristic for examining the financial inclusion agenda. I have examined the approach to
asset-based welfare and detailed FSS as one example of a contemporary program that is
promoting asset accumulation as a strategy for household financial stability. Through
close attention to the FSS program model, including examining aspects of its particular
implementation at CWC, I have raised concerns about the escrow account and its function
to “decrease dependence” on state assistance. The example of CWC’s Family Self
Sufficiency program implementation demonstrates how a nonprofit is leveraging a
federal social program administered by HUD, and partnering with local housing
authorities as part of larger efforts to restructure the welfare state and encourage home
ownership. CWC is seeking to rapidly expand and scale its model, including pursuing
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philanthropic funds to develop its particular financial coaching approach to FSS. As such,
this program and its implementation warrants more attention as nonprofit organizations
are new actors with much to gain as they make innovations to the FSS program. Finally,
this chapter has identified potential directions for bringing the scholarship on asset-based
welfare into conversation with recent research on the financialization of housing, home
ownership and urban property regimes. In so doing, I have used the scholarship on
discriminatory and predatory lending in the US that is focused on questions of inequality,
to discuss contemporary concerns arising out of the growing use of a house as an asset.
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CHAPTER SIX
CONCLUSION
In the opening pages of this dissertation, I quote Martin (2002): “…the magic of
finance is its ability to take by giving” (16). Through this dissertation, I have shown how
the seemingly benevolent impulse to expand access to mainstream financial products and
services may appear as an act of giving, but upon closer inspection, is likely an act of
taking away. In the three chapters that report my findings, and in the two chapters that
frame and contextualize this research, I have endeavored to demystify the magic of the
financial inclusion agenda. My aim, then, has been to follow Brett Christophers’ (2009)
advice that human geographers should resist perceptions that finance is complex. Instead,
he argues “money and finance are made to seem much more complex than they actually
are” (4, emphasis original). In this spirit, I have focused on the spaces where the financial
practices of low and moderate-income adults are being shaped. This project reveals the
ongoing, everyday work that is required to restructure the economy. In this dissertation I
have traced the everyday process of financialization by foregrounding the spaces and
subjects of recent efforts to democratize finance. Examining the preparation of financial
subjects at contemporary financial coaching programs in the US shows how the economy
is brought into being by the mundane actions of average people.
In chapters 3 and 4, I have provided a close examination of the everyday
implementation of financial coaching programs. In these chapters, I examined how the
financial coaching model inculcates financial values and intervenes in and reframes
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poverty as a question of individual financial insecurity and financial exclusion. As part of
this, I have argued that these programs employ an individualizing pedagogical approach
that impedes conversations about income disparities, wealth accumulation and the
challenges of daily survival. By encouraging clients to build credit, to save for
emergencies and to accumulate assets, these programs are governing poverty in ways that
are both novel and familiar. While there are some exceptional financial coaches in the
Boston area who are working tirelessly to support their clients as they navigate a
predatory and discriminatory financial landscape, this individual avoidance of financial
ruin is not sufficient, nor does it address the drivers of poverty and inequality, but rather,
seeks to address their effects.
In chapter 5, I examined the Family Self Sufficiency program, an example of assetbased welfare. I asked how the financial inclusion agenda manifests as FSS participants
are encouraged to accumulate assets as a strategy for household financial stability.
Through close attention to the FSS program model, including examining aspects of its
particular implementation at CWC, I have raised concerns about the escrow account and
its function to “decrease dependence” on state assistance. This chapter is an early attempt
at bringing the scholarship on asset-based welfare into conversation with recent research
on the financialization of housing, home ownership and urban property regimes.
This research is important because the on-on-one financial coaching model has
gained prominence throughout the United States, and is being replicated at sites across
the country, including as part of the FSS expansion. My critical examination of these
programs, and how they shape the financial practices of their target populations,
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offers three potential implications for policy and scholarship. First, by showing how
financial literacy and capability programs shape the financial behaviors of LMI clients,
this research positions scholars and practitioners to better understand the financial
challenges of their clients, especially in a time of rising indebtedness and socioeconomic
inequality. Second, by showing how financial literacy and capability programs expand
the reach of financial institutions into the lives of LMI clients, this research raises concerns
about the democratization of finance and militates against any easy assumptions about
the normative ‘good’ of financial inclusion policies. And third, this research suggests that
while financial literacy and capability programs might empower financially insecure
populations in the short-term, in order to promote financial stability more broadly, a more
comprehensive approach to regulating the financial sector is necessary.
In this dissertation, I examined financial inclusion as a process that occurs as
financial literacy and capability programs create more consumers for financial products
and, thus, more debtors in a regime of accumulation spurred on by the expansion and
securitization of debt. Based on my findings, I have suggested that the financial inclusion
of low and moderate-income populations needs to be examined as a process of debt
expansion that is fundamental to the ongoing financialization of the economy. The
significance of this work, then, is to indicate an alternative politics of financialization,
rooted in a relational theorization of debt and the workings of consumer credit. An
economic geography that highlights the unevenness of financial relations and makes
visible how the survival of some is increasingly at odds with the financial accumulation
of others, I believe, is key to demystifying finance. To re-politicize debt, we need to wrestle
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it from the guilt-ridden, shame instilling realm and make money and class something that
is discussed candidly, with real strategies for naming and resisting predatory and
discriminatory practices at scales beyond the individual.
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